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ABSTRACT

Researchers and practitioners in educational leadership have used multiple ethical
paradigms, such as ethics of care, critique, community, and the profession, to better understand
how ethical decisions are made (Dempster et al., 2004). Research in this field noted a gap in
ethical leadership skills possessed by leaders and addressed ways in which leaders could gain
these skills (Begley & Stefkovich, 2007; Langlois & Lapointe, 2010; Mullen, 2017). But, how do
leaders come to understand ethical leadership and decision making, particularly in the context of
a particular school or district?
This study used a qualitative, phenomenological design with the researcher incorporating
an autoethnographic approach to examine how a group of interrelated high school administrators
came to understand ethical leadership in one school district. Semi-structured interviews were
used to engage these leaders in thinking about, reflecting on, and talking about their perceptions
of ethical leadership, how they came to understand ethical leadership and decision making, and
the factors that influenced this understanding in the district.
Results indicated that this group of administrators used a framework developed through
one of the participants to guide thinking and to understand the impact of ethical decision making.
This thinking process, along with experiences, other leaders, and reflective conversations, were
factors that contributed to the participants’ understanding of ethical leadership and its influence
on the decisions they made.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION
The phone rang as I was driving down to one on of my classes. The voice on the other
end asked, “Is this Sam McLain?” I replied that it was, and the voice said, “Congratulations, you
have been selected to become one of our new Assistant Principals.” I hung up the phone, excited
at my first position as an assistant principal, but as I drove, I began to process what this new
responsibility looked like. I was now seen as one of the leaders and decision makers in a school.
For the first time I would be part of the team that develops and implements directives.
In some ways it was overwhelming, and I thought about the leaders I looked up to and
their characteristics. They were trustworthy and led with integrity. I knew that I would have to
further develop myself personally and professionally to meet this new challenge of making
decisions that would affect the lives of my new staff and students, while I was learning to
navigate this new position as an Assistant Principal in a new district where I knew no one. The
familiar faces I knew and relied on for guidance on a day-to-day basis would soon be gone. I
knew I had to learn as much as I could about teachers, students, and culture of the school. Being
an outsider to the school, I would have to gain the trust of the staff and students.
I was fortunate that another administrative staff member, who was interwoven into the
fabric of the school, took the time to listen to my dilemmas and provide sound guidance as to
how my decisions would impact the stakeholders in the school. This administrator helped me
navigate through many decisions and introduced me to others in the district that I could reach out
to for help. Through this relationship and others in the district, I found the support and
1

knowledge that I needed to be confident that the decisions that I made were in the best interest of
my staff and students.
These relationships also helped shape my understanding of ethical leadership and
decision making. The guidance and support that I received shaped my interactions with those
around me. I felt a pull to lead in a way where staff and students would trust me and where the
decisions that I made would be in their best interests. It was this view of moral behavior that I
strove towards. I wanted to be viewed as an ethical leader, one who understood the various
stakeholders involved in decisions and made sound decisions on behalf of those stakeholders.
When I found myself facing a tough decision which could affect the lives of one of my
students, I found myself calling trusted sources within the district that were familiar with my
school’s context to help guide my thinking. These sources, more than the single ethics class I
was required to take in my graduate program or all the experiences prior to entering into
administration, were the resources that helped me come to a better understanding of ethical
leadership and decision making within the context of being an administrator. I realized how
crucial it was to have those around me providing sound guidance and support as I made
decisions. As I pondered my path, I wondered if this was true for other administrators—how do
other school leaders come to understand ethical leadership and decision making?
Background of the Study
Interest in ethical leadership and understanding the ethical dimensions of educational
practice became a focus of researchers in the 1990s (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). A seminal
work by Robert Starratt (1991) identified three ethical paradigms that he believed serve as a
foundation for ethical schools: the ethic of critique, the ethic of care, and the ethic of justice.
According to Starratt, the ethic of critique examines the power dynamics within schools and
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addresses moral issues, such as the power and authority structures within schools and groups that
may benefit while others may be oppressed (Starratt, 1991). The ethic of justice seeks to ensure
that both the individual and the common good are served while stakeholders are actively engaged
in discussion of curriculum or other activities within the school (Starratt, 1991). Finally, the
ethic of care actively pursues the value of others and holding relationships and their maintenance
in high regard (Starratt, 1991).
Starratt’s work served as a framework for understanding educational leaders’ practices
(Ehrich, Harris, Klenowski, Smeed, & Spina, 2015). Starratt’s goal in developing these three
paradigms was to help practitioners frame moral situations they may encounter and bring ethical
inquiry to the workplace of educational administrators (Starratt, 1991).
Gail Furman (2004) proposed the concept of the ethic of community to complement the
ethics of critique, care, and justice. The ethic of community reinforces the ethics of justice,
critique, and care, focusing on the responsibility of administrators to engage in communal
processes (Furman, 2004) to inform decision making. This view moves the focus of ethics within
the school from the individual to the communal (Furman, 2004).
Other works have further expanded on Starratt’s framework and incorporated other
paradigms in ethical leadership. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) recognized Starratt’s three ethical
paradigms and added the ethic of the profession. The ethic of profession sees professional ethics
as a dynamic process where administrators use their own experiences and expectations of their
work to develop their own personal and professional codes of practice (Shapiro & Stefkovich,
2016). The ethic of profession asks what a professional educator should take into account to
consider the best interests of students (Shapiro & Gross, 2017).
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Research in the 2000s focused on the ethical dilemmas that educational leaders
experience in their jobs (Dempster & Berry, 2003; Dempster, Carter, Freakley, & Parry, 2004;
Frick, 2009; Langlois, 2004; Sherman & Grogan, 2003;). These ethical dilemmas can be
described as the choices that educational leaders make between competing sets of values, beliefs,
or ideals (Cranston, Ehrich, & Kimber, 2006). These studies all incorporated one or more of the
ethics paradigms developed in the 1990s. Dempster and Berry (2003) and Dempster et al. (2004)
analyzed prinicipals’ responses and their lack of adequate preparation to deal with decisions they
faced. Sherman and Grogan (2003) analyzed superintendents’ responses to racial achievement
gaps through Starratt’s ethical framework. Frick (2009) examined the struggle experienced by
principals as they made ethically informed decisions through an ethic of the profession. And,
Langlois (2004) examined superintendents’ ethical decision-making processes as these leaders
waded through ethical dilemmas.
Moving towards the 2010s, research literature noted a gap in ethical leadership skills
possessed by leaders and addressed ways in which leaders could gain these skills (Begley &
Stefkovich, 2007; Langlois & Lapointe, 2010; Mullen, 2017). Begley and Stefkovich (2007)
noted instructional principles that would support the learning of values and ethics for leadership
development. Langlois and Lapointe (2010) supported a training program based on Starratt’s
three-dimensional model for ethical leadership development. Such studies have used ethical
paradigms such as Starratt’s three-dimensional model or Shapiro and Stefkovichs’ model to
evaluate the extent to which these ethical paradigms are used in concrete scenarios (Eyal,
Berkovich, & Schwartz, 2011). In addition, some found that principal preparation programs were
not adequately preparing educational leaders for the increasingly complex situations they faced,
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and some administrators experienced difficulty in justifying their decision making (Langlois &
Lapointe, 2010).
Statement of the Problem
Schools as organizations have become increasingly complex with decisions affecting
more diverse populations than ever (Dempster et al., 2004; Langlois, 2004). Educational leaders
must have an ethical framework to evaluate these issues and provide solutions that account for
the interests and needs of stakeholders involved (Cranston et al., 2006; Cuellar & Giles, 2012;
Greenfield, 2004).
As research on ethical leadership developed, perspectives have moved from
understanding ethical paradigms to examining ethical dilemmas and educational leaders’ ethical
decision making to looking at how ethics and ethical decision making can be learned by
educational leaders. Through this progression of perspectives, it seems that research has not
explored how educational leaders actually come to understand ethics in a school/district context,
especially those new to the position and new to the context. A majority of the research reviewed
for this study focused on examining the product of these decisions in light of what is presented in
the literature as ethical decision making. Looking at how educational leaders come to understand
ethics in a particular context and learn how to make ethical decisions in that context may provide
useful information on how to better prepare and support administrators as they come into
leadership roles.
Purpose of the Study
In speaking to school leadership, William Greenfield (2004) wrote,
The field still knows relatively little about how administrators, teachers, or students
actually make sense of their worlds. And surely their understanding of their worlds, the
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sense they make of their experience, is a critical guide to how they respond to the events
and circumstances in which they find themselves. The perspective held of the other is at
the center or moral leadership. (p. 190)
The purpose of this study was to explore what a group of experienced high school administrators
in one school district in Florida perceive ethical leadership to be, and how they came to
understand ethical leadership and decision making in the context of this district. This study was
be guided by the following questions:
1. What does a group of experienced high school administrators perceive ethical
leadership to be?
2. How did these experienced high school administrators come to understand ethical
leadership and ethical decision making?
3. What factors influenced this understanding?
Importance of the Study
Education by its very nature is a moral endeavor and has a moral purpose (Dewey, 1922;
Furman, 2004). Daily, those in the education field interact with students and are charged with
providing instruction that will develop them cognitively, socially and emotionally. Moral
purpose underlies leaders’ responsibility for ensuring that the school environment contributes to
students’ development (Starratt, 1991) and to making a difference is students’ lives (Fullan,
2002).
Thus, for school administrators, there is a moral responsibility in leading a school and an
imperative that leaders balance the managerial with the moral (Sergiovanni, 2009). It is of utmost
importance that leaders act in a moral way in their relationships as their positions of power affect
a greater number of people and carry more weight than those they lead (Ciulla, 2003).
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I believe administrators set the moral climate of the school and establish the pattern for
how teachers and students interact with each other by the decisions they make and their
interactions with others in the school. If leaders are to make decisions for the benefit of
developing students, then leaders must know and have an ethical framework that can inform
decisions and actions that will support an ethical environment. This study’s focus on what a
group of experienced high school administrators perceive ethical leadership to be, how they
came to understand ethical leadership and decision-making, and what factors they perceive
influenced this understanding can contribute to addressing a gap identified in the literature and
may provide insight into preparation for and support of ethical leadership in schools.
Conceptual Framework
To make ethical decisions in an educational setting, leaders must come to an
understanding of how their decisions will ultimately impact the people around them. The
framework that leaders develop for thinking about ethical dilemmas they face will ultimately
contribute to how they understand ethical decision making. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016)
proposed that ethical leadership could be viewed through four paradigms: Starratt’s (1991) three
paradigms of the ethics of justice, care and critique, along with their own paradigm of the ethic
of the profession which focuses ethical decision making on the best interests of the students
(Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). They noted that “using the different paradigms” will help
educators be more aware of the paradigm(s) they “tend to use most often when solving ethical
issues” (p. 7).
Shapiro and Stefkovich focused on helping educational leaders to become more aware of
the paradigm(s) they used in approaching ethical dilemmas. The proposed study will look
specifically at what a group of high school administrators perceive ethical leadership to be, how
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they came to understand ethical leadership and decision making, and the factors they perceive
contributed to this understanding.
This process of coming to understand might be visualized as a funnel that takes in all of
the factors that contribute to the formation of an understanding of what ethical leadership and
ethical decision making are (Figure 1). These factors occur within the context of daily practice as
high school administrators and come together to help build and form a leader’s understanding.
Factors may be, for example, personal experiences, mentors, or literature that helped formed the
leader’s thinking. The funnel represents the leader’s thought process – a kind of filter through
which these factors must pass and be interpreted. It is through this filter that the meaning-making
process occurs as the leaders develop their understanding of ethical leadership and decision
making.
Figure 1
Conceptual Framework

Factor
Factor
Factor

Understanding of Ethical Leadership
and Decision Making
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Overview of Research Design
This study used a qualitative research design, incorporating phenomenological and
autoethnographic approaches. Stake (1995) noted that qualitative research is (a) “holistic” with
its “contextuality…well developed”; (b) “case oriented” with “a bounded system”; (c) resistant
to reductionism and elementalism; and (d) “relatively non comparative, seeking to understand its
object more than to understand how it differs from others” (p. 47). More simply stated,
qualitative research “documents the stuff that happens among real people in the real world in
their own words” (Patton, 2015, p. 12). In this study, I wanted to understand the perceptions and
experiences of a group of high school administrators in one school district. I was not seeking to
compare these administrators’ experiences with the experiences of any other administrators in
the district or in other districts.
Christensen, Johnson, and Turner (2010) stated the primary goal of phenomenology as
describing the meaning and essence of the lived experiences of a person or group of people in
relation to a specific phenomenon. Phenomenology places emphasis on what human beings
experience and the meanings they derive from the essence of their experiences (Briggs,
Coleman, & Morrison, 2012). I looked to understand what a group of high school administrators
in one school district have experienced in ethical leadership and decision making, as well as what
they believe ethical leadership and decision making mean. In addition, I was seeking to
understand how they came to these meanings.
Participants in this study had a direct influence on my perceptions of ethical leadership
and decision making as a brand-new Assistant Principal in a new district. During my time as a
novice assistant principal, relationships formed with individuals throughout the district, but as I
learned and developed as a leader, I was aware that certain individuals became those that I
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sought out for perspective and guidance as I navigated my way through difficult decisions. These
individuals never held a direct supervisory role over me where they were responsible for any
type of performance evaluation. Through conversations with these individuals and becoming
familiar with their development as leaders, an interconnectedness emerged among us. Figure 2
shows the relationship between the participants (P1, P2, P3 and P4) and me as the researcher (R).
Figure 2
Relationship of Researcher to Participants

P1

P2

P3

P4

R

Including an autoethnographic approach in this study enabled me to reflect on my
experiences with the participants that contributed to my understanding of ethical leadership and
decision making and to explore the meanings that I drew from my interactions with them. In
adopting this approach, I described participants’ experiences and reflected on my personal
experience in order to understand the group experience (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010). An
autoethnographic approach recognizes that focusing on my own experiences in interactions with
10

the study participants may contribute to my understanding of their experiences and our shared
experiences in the district (Chang, 2008).
Semi-structured, in depth interviews were be used with participants to gather detailed
descriptions of their experiences. Semi-structured interviews allowed the participants more
flexibility to respond in their own way and allow the researcher to contribute to and shape the
conversation when clarification or further explanation are needed (Briggs et al., 2012).
Throughout the study, I maintained a reflective journal. In my journal I recorded my thoughts
about the interviews and the perspectives of the participants, as well as my reflections on the
events, interactions, and experiences that I had with each of them and their effects on my
understanding of ethical leadership and decision making. I attempted to capture my honest
thoughts and feelings, so as to position myself and my personal perceptions throughout the
research process (Ortlipp, 2008).
Definition of Terms
Ethics: The intelligibility of moral choices and actions and why one would consider some
choices and actions good and some bad (Starratt, 2014).
Ethical Framework: Gathering of ethical paradigms into a multidimensional construct
that offers an administrator a way to think about their work and workplace from an ethical
perspective (Starratt, 1991).
Ethical Leadership: A social and relational practice concerned with the moral purpose of
education (Ehrich et al., 2015).
Ethical Paradigm: The ethic of justice, care, critique, or profession that provides and
educator a perspective to help solve real-life, complex dilemmas (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016).
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Morals: What persons, individually and collectively, take to be important in relation to
one another (Frick, 2009)
Values: Motivated preferences or something to be desired (Begley & Johansson, 2008;
Frick, 2009).
Assumptions
In focusing on this one group of high school administrators, I assumed that they have all
experienced similar phenomenon in relationship to their own coming to understand ethical
leadership and decision making in this district. I also assumed that the participants in the study
would present an accurate and honest account of their experiences and understanding of ethical
leadership. As I know and have worked with the participants, I assumed that the trust that had
been established between us would contribute to their willingness to be open and candid in our
interviews. This did not, however, eliminate the possibility that the participants might withhold
information that might paint other colleagues or themselves in a negative light.
Delimitations
This study focused on only one group of high school administrators in one district. There
was no attempt to include the perspectives of other school administrators in the district or in
other districts. The findings of the study reflect the perspectives and experiences of only this one
group of high school administrators.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented background to the study, its purpose and potential importance, a
conceptual framework, an overview of the research design, and assumptions and delimitations.
Chapter 2 will present a review of relevant research, and Chapter 3 will present the methods to
be used to conduct the study.
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

This study sought to understand what a group of high school administrators perceived
ethical leadership to be and how they came to understand ethical leadership and decision making.
This review of relevant literature first establishes the relationship among ethics, morals and
values, all of which are foundational to the concept of ethical leadership. From this foundation,
the review lays out some of the popular paradigms of ethics, developed by researchers in the
field of educational leadership. An understanding of these popular and accepted paradigms
provides a background and point of reference for discussion of the concepts of ethical leadership
and ethical decision making.
Research in the 1990s focused on establishing frameworks related to ethical leadership.
As these frameworks became established, the focus shifted to describing educational leaders’
experiences with ethical dilemmas and viewing these phenomena through the various ethical
frameworks. More recently, there has been research looking at learning ethical leadership,
directed primarily at graduate university programs. There appears to be a gap in the research
regarding exploring what school leaders perceive ethical leadership to be and how they come to
understand ethical leadership and decision making in the very work that they are doing in their
schools every day.
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Literature Search Strategy
The search for empirical research looking at ethical leadership and decision making
focused on the 2000s to recent years. A search for articles related to the topic was conducted
consulting USF Libraries databases, including JSTOR, Google Scholar, ERIC, and Article First.
Keywords used in searching for articles were ‘ethical leadership’. Secondary search terms used
in conjunction with ethical leadership were educational administration, school administrators,
learning, leadership development, and ethical development. These secondary search terms were
systematically combined with ethical leadership until saturation of articles was achieved with no
new articles located covering the subject matter. As results for each of these searches were
identified, subjects or publishers unrelated to ethical leadership were filtered out. Searches for
related articles in the References section of the articles were also conducted to find any relevant
research related to the topic.
Ethics, Values and Morals
Ethics is defined most generally as a set of moral principles or a system of moral values
(see https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ethic). In looking at ethics in relation to
school leadership, Robert Starratt (2014) defined ethics as “the intelligibility of moral choices
and actions and why one would consider some choices and actions good and some bad” (pp. 6970). Gail Furman (2004) alternatively defined ethics as “the study of moral duty and obligation”
(p. 215).
Central to these definitions are the concepts of ‘values’ and ‘morals’. Values are
motivated preferences or something to be desired and are considered an important part of
administrative practice as they reveal intentions behind choices and actions (Begley &
Johansson, 2008; Frick, 2009). Understanding the motivations and intentions behind choices that
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a leader makes can reveal elements that contribute to the formation of a leader’s ethical
framework.
Begley (2006) suggested that leaders need to be reflective on human motivations and
valuations processes and that this understanding can provide support to solving ethical dilemmas.
The understanding leaders have of their values, along with their understanding of what those in
their organization understand of values in the organization, are the basis on which leaders can
situate themselves and begin to build a framework for how they understand ethics. The process
must first start with the leader’s self-knowledge and then can be extended to knowledge of those
in the educational organization (Begley, 2006).
Understanding values is important as morals are formed out of values. Frick (2009)
noted:
Morals and morality are distinctive values that carry a different quality than mere
preferences, tastes, motivated desirability, or subjective estimations of worth.
Within this value type, there is understood to be a drive or motivation to live in
community with others and be attuned to one another and the world in which we
inhabit. Morals or morality is what persons, individually and collectively, take to
be important in relation to one another and nature – highly prized and cherished
values. (p. 51)
Leaders must consider the moral aspects of the decisions that they make. For example,
given all the external pressures to reform schools and decisions that a school leader faces
regarding accountability, school safety, and budgetary constraints, a principal must ask, “leading
and teaching to what ends, and by what means?” (Greenfield, 2004, p. 174). These decisions are
also situated in relationships, and relationships are crucial to the work of the school (Greenfield,
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2004). The school leader must keep in mind the development of the students and staff and how
the leader can empower those within the school (Greenfield, 2004).
Values are the internal motivations and intentions, whereas morals focus outward.
Understanding the function of both contributes to the understanding of ethics. Values are where
preferences are placed. Morals provide a motivation driving actions, and ethics probes the
intelligibility or reasoning behind moral choices. Values, morals, and ethics when understood are
interrelated and provide a deeper understanding when considered in light of each other.
A school leader’s work is situated within the context of the school, and the leader must
understand and manage relationships. The school also operates with external measures of
accountability that affect the moral work performed in school. School leaders are expected to
make difficult choices between competing values while seeking solutions that take into account
individual students and the community (Eyal et al., 2011). Understanding moral aspects of
leadership helps school administrators lead and support teachers and students to operate under
these pressures (Greenfield, 2004). Values have gained importance to administrators because of
the increasing plurality of society which has pushed administrators and researchers to become
more attentive to the nature of values and ethical issues in their work (Begley & Johansson,
2008; Cranston et al., 2006).
Ethics Paradigms in Educational Leadership
A framework for thinking about ethical dilemmas helps a leader frame and evaluate the
consequences of choices made. Starratt recognized this need and noted that theory needed to
come closer to practice so that school leaders had practical guidelines that could be used in
everyday school life (Starratt, 1991). Theory in ethical leadership should assist school leaders to
frame situations so that the nature of the issue can be better understood and managed (Starratt,
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1991). Theories can provide the decision-making framework needed so that school leaders can
provide the most benefit for all in the decisions that are made (Dempster et al., 2004).
Two different approaches for how educational leaders develop a framework are evident
in the literature. One approach uses individual cases to build upon moral principles, and the other
uses frameworks or paradigms to evaluate ethical dilemmas. Strike, Haller, and Soltis (2005) use
a case study approach to teach ethical concepts. Ethical reasoning is seen as a skill that is
developed through practice, and leaders should formulate principles based on their reactions to
better understand ethical situations in education. Other researchers and practitioners have
adopted multiple ethics paradigms, such as the ethics of care, critique, justice, community, and
the profession, to better understand how decisions are made in educational environments
(Dempster et al., 2004). Adopting ethics paradigms seeks to lay the foundation for an ethical
environment within the school where individual choices that are made take place in this larger
context (Starratt, 1991).
Starratt (1991) presented a threefold ethics paradigm model of critique, justice, and care
that has been recognized by others in the field (Begley, 2006; Ehrich et al., 2015; Eyal et al.,
2011; Furman, 2004; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). The ethic of critique examines the
bureaucracy of the school system and its structural inefficiency (Starratt, 1991). If a school is to
adopt an ethical atmosphere, it must address the mind-set of the hierarchical nature of
educational administration and the contractual mindset of teacher unions (Starratt, 1991). This
paradigm draws its foundation from critical theory and looks to explore the differing interests or
groups situated in power relationships and injustices inherent in these structures (Starratt, 1991;
Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). The injustices in these structures are the actions that
disproportionately benefit some groups in the school over others (Starratt, 1991). Leaders should
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consider the concepts of power, privilege, culture, and language in their organization and how
these concepts can be examined to benefit those who are marginalized (Stefkovich & O'Brien,
2004). As leaders examine the existing structures in their organization, they should seek to create
environments of freedom, creativity, and autonomy (Starratt, 1991).
Another paradigm in Starratt’s model is the ethic of justice. This paradigm adheres to the
idea that others should be treated to a standard that can be uniformly applied to all relationships
(Starratt, 1991). Justice can be seen as including two camps when applied to a school
community. This ethic can be understood “as the individual choices to act justly and justice
understood as the community’s choice to direct or govern its actions justly” (Starratt, 1991, p.
193). This is relevant to education as individual choices are made in light of the school
community, and likewise, community choices can be made with the individual in mind. The
school leader, when making ethical choices, should consider the impact of their choices as they
relate to the individual and to the school community. Leaders are encouraged to create structure
for students and faculty that promote open dialogue that encourages the discussion of both
individual and community choices (Starratt, 1991).
The last pillar of Starratt’s ethics paradigms is the ethic of care. This ethic places
importance on the relationships within the school. This paradigm holds that humans should be
held in high regard with the right to be themselves authentically, and the ethic of care recognizes
the worth of each individual (Starratt, 1991). Nel Noddings (2005), extends this understanding
when she discusses “motivational displacement,” explaining that our care for others extends out
from ourselves and embraces others is such a way that it furthers their interests. From an
administrative standpoint, this involves the leader addressing the “underside” of administration
of stereotyping individuals and prohibiting honest and professional relationships (Starratt, 1991).
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Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) developed the notion of the ethic of the profession. This
paradigm holds the view that the ethics of critique, care, and justice do not fully describe all of
the factors that have to be considered when making an ethical decision in education. Specific
issues arise within the field of education, and leaders become more aware of their own
professional and personal codes of ethics through these experiences (Shapiro & Stefkovich,
2016). Through the process of evaluating situations that are encountered, educational leaders
should form their own professional code based on their personal experiences and the ethics that
govern their working environment (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016).
The ethic of community was developed by Gail Furman (2004) to reinforce the ethics of
justice, critique, and care with the responsibility of administrators to engage in communal
processes. This view moves the focus of ethics within the school from the individual to the
communal (Furman, 2004). Differentiation must be made when considering the meaning of
community. In this sense, community refers to the process of community and not the entity unto
itself (Furman, 2004). That is, community is the ongoing process of building relationships in
educational environments and centers all other paradigms to within this process (Furman, 2004).
In the school setting, leadership practices reinforce knowing, understanding, and valuing other
individuals, developing processes that engage the appropriate members of the community in
inquiry, and processes that work toward the common good of all (Furman, 2004).
The ethics paradigms described here are seen as the leading paradigms in the field of
educational leadership and are proposed to better equip educational leaders who encounter
ethical dilemmas (Eyal et al., 2011; Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). Furman acknowledged that the
paradigms of critique, care, and justice have been established in the field of educational
leadership as they have been used by university administrator preparation programs (Furman,
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2004). These paradigms are used by school administrators because they provide a framework and
a way for a leader to come to understand motivations and value systems of those in the school
community that they lead (Begley & Stefkovich, 2007).
Rights and Responsibilities
Ethics determines what is deemed good or bad and carries an obligation. The ethics
paradigms described do not explicitly reference specific good or bad behavior, but present a
framework that lays a foundation so that leaders can understand ethical behavior. What focus
should leaders have when using these ethical paradigms to determine what is good and bad in a
given situation? Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) suggested that it is the moral duty of the leader to
consider the “best interests of the student” as the focus point for any paradigm used in education.
A further analysis of the best interests of the students encompasses a student’s rights,
responsibilities, and respect (Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). The rights recognized are those
granted to all human beings as presented by philosophers, those recognized by the United
Nations, those guaranteed by law, and those under the United States Constitution Bill of Rights
(Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). Those rights in the Bill of Rights include freedom of religion,
speech, due process, privacy, etc. An extension of rights that are more specific to education
include a right to dignity, an education, and to be free from bodily harm (Stefkovich & O'Brien,
2004).
Complementary to rights are responsibilities in a school setting. The responsibility of the
leader would be a focus on fairness and equality when making moral choices irrespective of
social status (Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). Students also have the responsibility to make moral
choices that respect the rights of others (Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). Respect defined here
would include being tolerant, accepting of diversity, and equality while considering the position
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of power that one holds relevant to others (Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004). Ethical decisionmaking is complex as leaders have to balance the rights and responsibilities of students with each
other. This may include balancing a student’s right to privacy for the safety of other students.
The best interest model’s intent is to help educational leaders examine more deeply how their
decisions affect students (Stefkovich & O'Brien, 2004).
Ethical Decision Making
Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) used case study to help leaders come to understanding of
how ethical issues are resolved. Using a multiple paradigm approach, the authors promoted the
discussion of ethical dilemmas. The individual analysis was seen as promoting a more authentic
form of ethical training where educational leaders could wrestle with the paradigms and apply
them to real situations (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). This pushed the application of ethics
paradigms to a more practical context. While these processes were meant to aid educational
leaders in their ethical decision making, questions remain as to how educational leaders within
the school setting come to understand ethics and how to make ethically informed decisions. Does
research explain how educational leaders come to understand these paradigms within the context
of the school? During this process of how leaders come to understand ethics and ethical decision
making, what resources do the educational leaders seek out to gain this understanding?
Understanding how values inform ethical decision making would help leaders to
understand ethics and how decisions are made. Paul Begley (2006) took the position that leaders
need to understand human motivation, so they need frameworks that include the understanding
of human motivations and values processes. Begley’s stance was that administrators that
establish an understanding of how values and values processes form will have a clearer and more
understandable view of their role as an administrator. Begley outlined three ways in which
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valuation processes contribute to authentic leadership: understanding how values reflect
motivations and form their actions, how valuation processes serve leaders as a guide to action in
solving ethical dilemmas, and how to build consensus among those in the organization. School
leaders that are reflective practitioners and employ ethics when responding to complex issues
would have pathways that would guide them to the resolution of complex dilemmas (Begley,
2006).
Begley’s work focused attention on the importance of having an ethical framework and
connected the ethical framework to school administrators making sound ethical decisions.
Leaders must be self-reflective and come to a deep understanding of human nature and values to
understand how ethical frameworks can inform their decision making. Leaders must dig into a
more fundamental understanding of their personal values and the values of others. This
knowledge lays the groundwork for leaders to be able to identify where their values lie and how
these values relate to others around them. Then, leaders would be able to close the gap between
conflicting values within themselves and others which would provide more definition to their
ethical framework. Begley did not describe how these values within a leader form more decisionmaking capacity in the leader; he merely described a pathway in which to do it. This establishes
the need for frameworks but does not address how to construct them.
Looking at empirical studies that examine the use of ethical paradigms is useful to
understanding how leaders come to understand ethics. Situations that educational leaders face
have become increasingly difficult, and leaders have expressed difficulty in addressing them
(Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). In facing these dilemmas, leadership preparation programs have
not equipped leaders to deal with these current and complex ethical issues (Langlois & Lapointe,
2010).
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To address the need for development in ethical decision-making, Langlois and Lapointe
(2010) developed a program based on Starratt’s three ethical paradigms for educational leaders.
Starratt’s model was studied using educational leaders from Canada to determine if the model
contributed to ethical learning of leaders and the impact it made. The model provided multiple
viewpoints in which the leaders could evaluate an issue, and this led to a greater understanding
of the consequences of their decisions (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). It was found that
educational leaders rarely possessed all three ethical paradigms at the outset of the study, but as
they went through the program, they gained an increasing capacity for evaluating ethical
decisions by integrating Starratt’s three paradigms (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). Leaders,
through group analysis work, were able to engage in deeper discussion of their own values and
come to a better understanding of how their decisions could impact the people that surrounded
them in their work (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). Overall, the program helped educational leaders
gain more understanding of the ethics paradigms and how these paradigms could help redefine
their concepts of ethics and come to grasp the factors involved in their decision making and its
impact on others (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010).
Another study used Starratt’s frames to understand principals’ views on ethical leadership
practices in regard to the use of data in schools. Schools have increasingly become more
performance driven in regard to accountability and principals’ use data to inform decisions and
for conversations with teachers (Ehrich et al., 2015). Starratt’s model was found to be a useful
model in interpreting principals’ practices regarding the use of data (Ehrich et al., 2015). A
similar study examined the superintendent’s role in addressing achievement gaps between black
and white students, and Starratt’s model was used to interpret the superintendent’s decisionmaking process (Sherman & Grogan, 2003). Both studies provided support for Starratt’s model
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as a way to understand educational leaders’ practice, but the studies did not provide insight into
how the leaders used ethical knowledge to inform their decisions.
Coming to Understand Ethical Leadership
Langlois and Lapointe’s study is important when considering ethical frameworks and
how these frameworks contribute to a leader’s understanding of ethics. First, it brings some
credibility to Starratt’s model and credibility to educational leaders’ use and development of
ethical frameworks. The leaders in the study were better able to understand the ethics of critique,
care, and justice and then use those ethics to increase their awareness of the situations, better
evaluate the issue based on multiple perspectives, and understand the consequences of the
decisions that they made (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). This study also illuminated educational
leaders’ lack of knowledge of ethical theory for educational leaders. The study suggested that
many of the leaders were not aware of all three of Starratt’s paradigms (Langlois & Lapointe,
2010). While Starratt’s paradigms do not represent all the ethical paradigms that surround
educational leadership, what this did reveal is that school leaders lacked a framework for
understanding ethics. So, how does a school leader attain knowledge of ethical leadership?
The lack of tools for educational leaders to solve ethical problems could pose some
organizational problems within educational settings. Langlois and Lapointe’s study suggested
that one such method is to have a structured program in which the leaders participated. The
results from the study also indicated that one of the ways that the program was successful in
improving ethical awareness was through group sessions (Langlois & Lapointe, 2010).
The research by Langlois and Lapointe only examined the ethics of care, critique, and
justice within an organization, exclusive of the paradigms of ethics of the profession and
community. Other research has supported a multiple paradigms approach with the ethics of
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community and the profession included along with the ethics of care, critique, and justice to aid
school leaders in solving complex problems (Eyal et al., 2011). Aimed at searching out how
multiple paradigms interact, and which values are most common when making these judgments,
an instrument was developed using 52 Israeli educational leaders to measure multidimensional
ethics as part of an ethical training program in higher education (Eyal et al., 2011). The study
found negative correlations between the ethic of community and the ethics of care, the
profession, and critique (Eyal et al., 2011). The researchers noted that it is important to
understand the need to prioritize some ethical perspectives over others (Eyal et al., 2011). This
prioritization may help explain the negative correlations found. The ethical themes that were the
most prominent in this study were the ethics of critique, care, and the profession, and this may be
due in part to the principal’s job being seen as a social mission that comes through their
commitment to students (Eyal et al., 2011).
This study provided interesting insight into conflicting ethical paradigms and those that
surfaced as more prominent ones. If theory needs to approach practicality in educational
leadership, it is important to know how the prevalent paradigms integrate or diverge to inform
the decision-making process. The Eyal et al. study could be used as a starting point to explore the
conflicts between paradigms that could inform leaders how to negotiate these issues. A noted
limiting factor in the study was the lack of contextual factors that occurred in the ethical
judgments made in the study (Eyal et al., 2011).
Looking specifically at the ethic of the profession, William Frick (2009) conducted
empirical research to provide insight on how leaders dealt with complex decisions in their moral
practice through the ethic of the profession. Frick noted that a shortcoming of the ethic of the
profession is that it does not describe how school leaders experience and deal with moral discord
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when faced with difficult ethical decisions. The research probed into the struggle experienced by
school administrators between their personal and professional codes. This struggle was described
as a “clashing of codes” and “characterized as a phenomenon of intrapersonal moral discord
experienced as part of the process of deciding ethically when faced with difficult moral choices
centered on personal versus organizational and/or professional value discrepancy” (Frick, 2009,
p. 52). Frick’s objective was to explore in depth the tension between the school leader’s struggle
between personal and professional ethics and how these leaders made sense of their own moral
practice. The deliberation that the principals expressed was between their professional duties and
personal moral code when difficult situations left them in a “gray area” where they had difficulty
navigating possible solutions (Frick, 2009). When faced with this gray area, the study found that
principals resolved the internal struggle by adhering to their gut or personal sense of right,
choosing in uncertainty about one’s interpretation of gray options, following organizational
expectations and then separating themselves as a person from their duty, rationalizing by
gathering information, brainstorming with others and following past experience, or following a
personal policy or principle that guided their action (Frick, 2009).
Brainstorming, rationalizing by gathering information, and following past experiences
provide evidence for how leaders come to understand ethical leadership and the resources that
they use. Resources for understanding ethics include using others to brainstorm and past
experience. This provides contextual evidence on how educational leaders deal with ethical
dilemmas as they seek internal or other sources, but it falls short in providing why these sources
were used and what information these sources contributed to support the leader or how the leader
reevaluated his/her own ethical position. More insight into the nature of the knowledge accessed
from past experience or the reason that certain individuals were selected for brainstorming might
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provide more insight into how the leader comes to understand ethical leadership and the
resources they use.
Seeking Support from Others
Looking at Australian principals of schools with religious affiliations, one study sought
insight into the nature and scope of ethical dilemmas that these school leaders faced. Findings
indicated that these principals faced ethical decisions on almost a daily basis, centered around
poorly performing staff and significant student issues (Cranston et al., 2006). The principals
experienced conflict in their decisions between the interests of the students and the interests of
the school, and the principals felt the need to have well defined personal and professional ethics
and an ethical organizational structure (Cranston et al., 2006). Associated with the principals’
connection to their professional ethics, the study found a duty of care to provide students with
the best learning environment (Cranston et al., 2006). To help solve ethical dilemmas the school
principals used a critical friend such as a spouse or other leadership team members, or a few
sought supports from a peer in a similar position that may be faced with similar circumstances
(Cranston et al., 2006). Further discussing the role of peers, principals should be proactive to
seek dialogue about ethical issues for their development in ethical leadership and ethical decision
making (Cranston et al., 2006).
This study pulled to the surface elements of an ethic of care by providing some support
for school leaders using this paradigm to help inform their decisions. The “duty of care” was
referred to as an important element in considering the people and providing an anchor for the
decision-making process (Cranston et al., 2006). This does not inform how the paradigm was
used in context of the decision. Another relevant point of discussion was the study’s reference to
principals seeking out “others” in their ethical decisions. The study pointed to the importance of
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having these relationships to help resolve the ethical dilemmas faced and to develop the leader in
the decision-making process (Cranston et al., 2006). Here some insight is provided into how a
leader may come to understand ethics and the resources that they seek out when making ethical
decisions. School leaders can build a network of trusted individuals or individuals that are
familiar with the ethical dilemmas that they face in order to gain a differing perspective to help
resolve these dilemmas. While this perspective may shed some light into resources that are used,
the question remains regarding how the interactions with others contributed to the ethical
understanding of the issue.
Reasoning and Reflection
Understanding the process that educational leaders use may be helpful in shedding light
on how these leaders come to understand ethics and how to deal with ethical decision making.
One study examined Canadian superintendents’ process to resolving complex issues they faced.
These superintendents were asked to describe a difficult situation that they experienced within
their organization which they found important and complex (Langlois, 2004). The study
compiled a process that identified stages through which the superintendents pass as they solved
complex problems. The initial phases of the process were responding to and acting upon a given
situation, checking the rules, standards, and school district policies, becoming ethically aware of
the dilemma, and the ethical analysis stage (Langlois, 2004). The leader then came to a moral
judgment and decision, and those phases included validation and support from the political
authorities, preserving the dignity and maintaining a climate of respect and transparency,
concluding the decision-making process, and assessing the consequences and effects on the
organization (Langlois, 2004). The leaders initially assumed moral responsibility and
immediately took up the challenge of solving the problem and in the next stage, the
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superintendents considered what laws, principles, or regulations the situation required (Langlois,
2004). When the superintendent was aware of the ethical nature of the situation, they became
reflective, and an internal struggle happened between what is disturbing the decision-maker and
the values, principles, and responsibilities upon which the superintendent based the decision
(Langlois, 2004). At this point the superintendent often found a trusted source for help in
evaluating the dilemma (Langlois, 2004). The next phase involved the superintendent laying out
all of the information out before them to review the steps thus far before making a decision
(Langlois, 2004).
Trusted Sources
Grojean, Resick, Dickson, and Smith (2004) discussed the importance of trust in building
relationships between leaders and subordinates in organizations. The trust established by leaders
instills confidence in followers that the leader cares about the interests of all in the organization
(Grojean et al., 2004). When trust in a relationship is low, followers are less likely to accept a
leader’s values (Grojean et al., 2004).
In looking at schools as organizations, (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015) observed, “the most
essential ingredient and commonly recognizable facet of trust is the sense of caring or
benevolence, or the confidence that one’s well-being or something one cares about will be
protected by the good will of a trusted person or group” (p. 110). They concluded that trust is
essential in leader-follower relationships and necessary for establishing an ethical climate within
a school or district.
In his study of school district superintendents, Langlois (2004) noted that educational
leaders, when making ethical decisions, often confer with peers, supervisors, or others with
whom they have an established relationship (Langlois, 2004). When educational leaders find
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themselves in situations where they may be unsure about a course of action, they may seek a
supervisor or another that is perceived as having knowledge about the situation. Langlois found
that superintendents did not just seek advice from any source, but from specific people who had
knowledge regarding the issues being faced and who were trusted to give them advice (Langlois,
2004). In some cases, these sources may not even be part of the education profession (Langlois,
2004).
These trusted sources may serve an important function as the nature of dilemmas faced
may be sensitive in nature. Leaders may be strategic in their choice of who to select to counsel
with regarding these decisions, and they may select different sources based on the source’s
knowledge and experience with regard to the type of dilemma faced. How does trust operate in
these relationships? How does trust relate to how a leader comes to understand ethical leadership
and decision making within a school or district?
Leadership Networks
Noted in the research is that educational leaders seek others when solving ethical
dilemmas (Cranston et al., 2006; Frick, 2009; Langlois, 2004). If this is how educational leaders
come to understand ethics, it would be helpful to know of research that would support networks
that can be built to enhance knowledge. Relative to this area, there has been some work done that
studies the nature of effective leadership networks and their contributions to build on the leader’s
knowledge. A study was conducted that explored this phenomenon surrounding leaders that were
a part of a structured organization whose goal was to focus on the development of school leaders
through “Principal Learning Teams” that were based in their own school district (Leithwood &
Ndifor Azah, 2016). The study suggested that participation in leadership networks served as an
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influential source of professional learning and furthered the individual’s cognitive and affective
professional capacities (Leithwood & Ndifor Azah, 2016).
This study looked at only established leadership networks, and unestablished, naturally
developing relationships were not part of this study. Leaders who have networks within their
broader organization can benefit from networks; however, this may not provide a complete
picture of how a leader can come to understand ethics. A suggestion for addressing the
increasing complexity of ethical dilemmas is open networks and seeking dialogue and peer
review for such dilemmas (Dempster & Berry, 2003). To make decisions regarding ethics,
principals seek after other principals, senior department officers, members of the senior school
administrative team, and a spouse or partner (Dempster & Berry, 2003). These networks could
provide leaders with necessary support so that they would feel comfortable voicing their
concerns where they could experience contextual and practical learning (Dempster & Berry,
2003). This study differed from the research from Leithwood and Ndifor Azah as it moved more
toward leadership networks that were open in nature as opposed to ones that were structured.
This may have interesting applications as to the differing outcomes. Open networks may provide
that comfort and context specific information that principals might need as opposed to the more
structured networks where the discussion may be more focused on addressing specific problems.
Personal Ethical Code
Educational leaders often draw upon a personal ethical code when making a decision
(Cranston, et al., 2006; Frick, 2009; Langlois, 2004). If educational leaders use professional
ethical codes in their decision-making process, what is the relationship between personal and
professional codes? Cuellar and Giles (2012) examined the practice of educational leaders as
they reflected on ethics in their profession. Six themes emerged: holding personal and
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professional ethics as inseparable; consistently inspiring practice; valuing others; sustaining a
humane view of education; being sensitive to the complex local context; and leading as serving
(Cuellar & Giles, 2012).
While these insights give value to the practice of ethical research, the first theme may
provide valuable insight into how the ethical frameworks are formed. The first theme held that
personal and professional ethics were inseparable and suggested the leader allowed their personal
ethics to influence their professional ones (Cuellar & Giles, 2012). This has interesting
implications for how leaders come to understand ethics and negotiate personal and professional
ethics when faced with an unfamiliar ethical dilemma. If a leader’s personal and professional
ethics come into conflict, how does the leader come to an understanding of the dilemma and how
to resolve it? This also raises questions if the ethical themes found in the educational leadership
research are themes that may have foundation in ethics in general and become more prominent
because of the nature of education.
Business leaders’ ethical frameworks. There is a lack of studies focusing on how a
leader develops their ethical framework in the educational leadership literature with most
focusing on how the leader used existing ethical paradigms or the process of making an ethical
decision. Stepping out of the educational realm of research, studies in business research were
sought for any contribution. Catherine Marsh (2013) in her work studying business executives
sought to understand business leaders’ perspectives on how they developed their own framework
for decision making. Her qualitative approach allowed for the exploration of multiple
perspectives and how this phenomenon of ethical development could be understood in context
(Marsh, 2013).
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The study focused on what aspects of leadership were valued and how life experiences
contributed to the process of ethical leadership development (Marsh, 2013). A framework for
ethical leadership and a model for its development arose from this study (Marsh, 2013). The
framework included mindfulness, engagement, authenticity, and sustainment (Marsh, 2013).
Mindfulness was described as the ability of the leader to provide time for reflection, engage in
systems thinking and rational processes, and question the dialogue and in execution of
educational leadership (Marsh, 2013). Participants identified this idea of mindfulness as
awareness of the situation and the moving beyond self to fully comprehend the situation (Marsh,
2013). This also took on the practice of breaking silence with others who held differing views
“as a method for challenging their ego-bound assumptions, generating new ideas and approaches
as well as honoring individuals” (p. 569). Engagement was interpreted as embracing diversity,
cultivating relationships, terminating relationships, and the encouragement of risk-taking (Marsh,
2013). Authenticity allows the leader to remain true to personal convictions and take on complex
ethical situations (Marsh, 2013). The model for the development of ethical leadership revealed
that the participants encountered experiences that had a significant emotional impact, support of
a community, and encounters with diversity. These were the experiences that developed these
leaders ethically.
Marsh’s study provided a viewpoint that was rooted in the contextual experiences of
leaders and was not governed by any ethical frameworks, but rather generated those frameworks
through the data. Further analysis of the frameworks developed in this study compared to
Starratt’s model reveal some interesting similarities. The first framework of mindfulness drew
some similarities toward the ethic of critique. In the ethic of critique, educational leaders were
called to address issues within school that disproportionately benefitted certain groups and
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addressed the bureaucratic system and its fallacies (Starratt, 1991). The ethical framework of
mindfulness emphasized the practice of the business leader to reflect on systems thinking and
also evaluate their own ego-bound assumptions (Marsh, 2013). In both models, the leader
questions and reflects on the current state of their organization with an eye toward understanding
how their position is situated within that context. Marsh’s view looked more internally, citing the
examination of a leader’s ego, while Starratt’s view focused more on the aspects of power and its
misuse within a position of authority. The ethic of care also shares similarities with the frame of
engagement and sustainment, and all focus on the importance of relationships. The difference
between engagement and sustainment is that engagement places importance on cultivating
relationships while the frame of sustainment focuses on sustaining those relationships (Marsh,
2013). The frame of authenticity holds that the leader remains true to his/her values and lives out
this frame (Marsh, 2013). Similarly, one of Starratt’s understandings of justice is that it can be
understood as one’s individual choices to act justly (Starratt, 1991). Both call on the leader to
possess surety in their value system and the ability to make decisions based on those values. The
aspect of Marsh’s work that provided insight that other studies in ethical leadership development
in education did not was the contextual evidence that contributed to the development of the
leader’s ethics. Marsh’s study drew from the leader’s personal experiences and how they helped
form the leader’s framework.
Another insight of Marsh’s work was the development model for how business leaders
developed their framework for leadership. The development of a leadership framework occurred
throughout the life of the person through events and people through trauma (events that had a
significant emotional impact), experiences with a supportive community, and encounters with
diversity (Marsh, 2013). These events activated a deeper awareness that shaped the business
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leaders’ ethics beyond mental cognition and had a psychological effect (Marsh, 2013). The
leaders used these experiences with the aid of others, to grow a deeper self-knowledge and
mature (Marsh, 2013). This experience with others helped the participants realize that they can
overcome these experiences and move on. The source of this help came from close relatives,
teachers, religious leaders, and mentors (Marsh, 2013). The last model for how leaders
developed their framework came from their encounters with diversity. These were events where
the leader gained a greater awareness of those around them, their differences, and that those
differences must be respected (Marsh, 2013).
Marsh brings to the surface that understanding ethical leadership was a gradual process
that took place over many years (Marsh, 2013). While leaders may learn from milestone events
in their lives, the process does not end there, but is a continual growing. This brings back into
focus how a leader comes to understand ethics. Looking into business research and sustainable
ethics, ethical leadership is seen as a process (Svensson & Wood, 2007). This process involves
inputs, outputs, and actions in a highly dynamic and continuous process (Svensson & Wood,
2007).
Research in educational leadership is wanting in the area of how leaders come to
understand ethics. Marsh has provided research that uncovers some of the contextual factors of
ethical leadership development and illuminates some areas where educational leadership could
gain insight. Theory in ethical educational leadership has established ethical paradigms while not
providing a solid foundation on the contexts in which these paradigms operate.
Chapter Summary
Evident in the research considered in this review of relevant literature is how schools
serve a moral purpose (Dewey, 1922). This moral purpose in schools is guided by values and
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governed by how leaders evaluate ethical dilemmas and then choose a course of action. An
exploration of ethical paradigms found that Starratt’s model of ethics of care, critique, and justice
was widely recognized by and used by other researchers in the field (Begley, 2006; Eyal, et al.,
2011; Ehrich, et al., 2015; Furman, 2004; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). Research regarding the
ethic of the profession did not explain how leaders experience difficult ethical decisions (Frick,
2009). More empirical research that examined the ethic of community and the profession would
be needed to provide more support of the models and show if either could be integrated with the
ethics of care, justice, and critique.
These paradigms proved useful in helping leaders establish frameworks through which
they made ethical decisions, understand the increasing complexity of the school environment,
and address achievement gaps. Ethical paradigms established the early work on which much of
ethical decision-making is understood (Begley, 2006; Cranston et al., 2006; Ehrich et al., 2015;
Langlois & Lapointe, 2010; Sherman & Grogan, 2003).
The literature review then looked to examine how school leaders came to understand
ethics and ethical decision-making. Studies that examined this phenomenon relied on Starratt’s
model as a guide to ethical decision-making or interpretation of a school leader’s actions (Eyal et
al., 2011; Langlois & Lapointe, 2010). As far as research contributing to the understanding of
ethical leadership, some research shed light on some of the considerations of leaders as they
made ethical decisions. William Frick showed that leaders use past experiences, work with
others, and gather information when solving ethical dilemmas (2008). Other research showed
that leaders use trusted sources such peers in a similar position, other leadership team members,
or a critical friend to help solve dilemmas (Cranston et al., 2006).
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Research in the field of ethical leadership and decision-making needs to move closer to
where the leaders in schools are practicing. The closest study seeking to understand the personal
experiences and context that informed decision-making was Catherine Marsh’s work on business
leaders. Understanding how an educational leader’s personal experience comes together with the
context of a school may provide valuable insight into how a leader’s understanding of ethical
leadership and ethical framework is constructed in education. That understanding may provide
further insight into organizational structures or activities that might support leaders’ learning
about ethical leadership and decision making in reflective practice.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODS

The purpose of this study was to explore what a group of experienced high school
administrators in one school district in Florida perceive ethical leadership to be, and how they
came to understand ethical leadership and decision making in the context of this district. This
study was guided by the following questions:
1. What does a group of experienced high school administrators perceive ethical
leadership to be?
2. How did these experienced high school administrators come to understand ethical
leadership and ethical decision making?
3. What factors influenced this understanding?
This chapter describes the research design and rationale, followed by the setting, data collection
methods, data analysis, strategies for ensuring trustworthiness and credibility, and limitations of
the study.
Research Design
This study used a qualitative research design, incorporating phenomenological and
autoethnographic approaches. Qualitative research aims to make the world visible through
interpretive practices and to make sense of phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to
them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013). The design of this qualitative study was aligned with a
constructivist paradigm. From a constructivist point of view, “both reality and knowledge are
constructed and reproduced through communication, interaction, and practice” (Tracy, 2020, p.
38

51). Constructivism is an interpretive stance which follows the “meaning-making activities of
active agents and cognizing human beings” (Lincoln, 2005, p. 60).
Christensen et al. (2010) described the primary goal of phenomenology as describing the
meaning and essence of the lived experiences of a person or group of people in relation to a
specific phenomenon. Phenomenology places emphasis on what human beings experience and
the meanings they derive from the essence of their experiences (Briggs et al., 2012). A
phenomenological study is one that gathers rich detail on people’s experiences of a phenomenon
for interpretation (Grbich, 2013). I sought to understand what a group of high school
administrators in one school district have experienced in ethical leadership and decision making,
as well as what they believe ethical leadership and decision making mean. In addition, I sought
to understand how they came to these meanings.
Participants in this study had a direct influence on my perceptions of ethical leadership
and decision making as a brand-new Assistant Principal in a new district. Including an
autoethnographic approach in this study enabled me to reflect on my experiences with the
participants that contributed to my understanding of ethical leadership and decision making and
to explore the meanings that I drew from my interactions with them. In adopting this approach, I
described participants’ experiences and reflected on my personal experience in order to
understand the group experience (Ellis et al., 2010). An autoethnographic approach recognizes
that focusing on my own experiences in interactions with the study participants may contribute to
my understanding of their experiences and our shared experiences in the district (Chang, 2008).
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Context of the Study
This study took place in a school district in Florida comprised of approximately 50
schools. The district served about 43,000 students with a little over 2,700 teachers. The district
served a mix of rural and suburban area with 68% of the students eligible for free and reduced
lunch.
Participants
Participants in this study had a direct influence on my perceptions of ethical leadership
and decision making as a brand-new Assistant Principal in a new district. During my time as a
novice assistant principal, relationships formed with individuals throughout the district, but as I
learned and developed as a leader, I was aware that certain individuals became those that I
sought out for perspective and guidance as I navigated my way through difficult decisions. These
individuals never held a direct supervisory role over me where they were responsible for any
type of performance evaluation. However, through conversations with these individuals and
becoming familiar with their development as leaders, an interconnectedness emerged among us.
There were four participants in the study. Each had served in administrative roles in a
school, and three had served in district administrative roles. Three participants served in roles
directly above me. I had many conversations with these three participants, and through these
conversations, the fourth participant emerged as a school leader who had contributed to two of
the participants’ understandings of ethical leadership. Participants were selected because of their
influence on my practice and because of their experiences in their careers.
Because of the nature of my relationship to the participants, names and pseudonyms were
not used or any descriptions of job responsibilities. Participants were assigned a number. This
was to prevent identification through gender or positions held in the district. Any other unique
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identifiers used in the data collection were also given a general description that would not reveal
persons or places.
Data Collection
Semi-structured, in depth interviews were used with participants to gather detailed
descriptions of their experiences. Semi-structured interviews follow a general format with each
interviewee, but also allow flexibility to adjust questions as the situation demands (Lichtman,
2013). Semi-structured interviews allowed participants more flexibility to respond in their own
way and lead the researcher in the directions of their experiences (Grbich, 2013). At the same
time, semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to contribute to and shape the
conversation when clarification or further explanation are needed (Briggs et al., 2012).
A series of general questions were followed that guided the interview for all participants
(Lichtman, 2013). The general questions kept the interview focused on the perception and
understanding of ethical leadership while allowing the flexibility to probe the experiences of the
participants. The interview began by asking the participants what qualities they perceived ethical
leaders have. A follow-up question for each of the qualities that they identified asked why they
believed these qualities were important. Once the why of the qualities was established, sources of
these beliefs were sought. Using the three-pronged probing questions of what type of qualities,
why they were important, and the source(s) of these beliefs addressed the research questions of
this study.
Interviews were conducted face-to-face and via an online platform such as Zoom or
Microsoft Teams. All interviews were audio recorded to ensure accuracy. I transcribed the
interviews; this allowed me to review the interview and analyze the participants’ responses and
provide an accurate transcription. The transcriptions were shared with the participants, and
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participants provided clarification, retracted, or added to the transcripts as needed. Follow-up
conversations were conducted to ask additional clarifying questions regarding participants’
notations on the transcripts, in order to gain further depth in the interview data. The time between
the interview and the member checking provided both the researcher and participants time to
reflect on the interviews.
Throughout the study, I maintained a reflective journal. The reflective journal is a tool
that can be used to refine the researcher as research instrument (Janesick, 2016). The journal
provided a twofold benefit to the study by aiding my understanding of my role as a researcher in
the study and understanding the responses of the participants (Janesick, 2016). In my journal I
recorded my thoughts about the interviews and the perspectives of the participants, as well as my
reflections on the events, interactions, and experiences that I had with each of them and their
effects on my understanding of ethical leadership and decision making. I attempted to capture
my honest thoughts and feelings, so as to position myself and my personal perceptions
throughout the research process (Ortlipp, 2008). The journal was analyzed to probe any biases or
subjectivity that I held along with relating those to how I interpreted the responses of the
participants.
Data Analysis
I did not start with a set of pre-existing codes or themes to categorize the data. Rather, I
let concepts emerge through reading and processing the data from the interviews (Lichtman,
2013). I used Marilyn Lichtman’s three Cs to guide the analysis: coding, categorizing, and
concepts (2013). Lichtman described six steps in an iterative process that accomplishes the three
Cs:
Step 1. Initial coding
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Step 2. Revisiting initial coding
Step 3. Developing a list of categories
Step 4. Modifying initial list based on additional reading
Step 5. Revisiting categories and subcategories
Step 6. Moving from categories to concepts
Criteria for Qualitative Research Quality
Sarah Tracy (2010) presented a model for quality in qualitative research, exploring eight
key quality markers, including (a) worthy topic, (b) rich rigor, (c) sincerity, (d) credibility, (e)
resonance, (f) significant contribution, (g) ethics, and (h) meaningful coherence. These quality
markers are discussed below in relation to this study:
a) Worthy topic. Education is a moral endeavor, and leaders in education, because of
their position, impact a number of individuals with their decisions (Ciulla, 2003;
Dewey, 1922:). This study’s focus on what a group of experienced high school
administrators perceive ethical leadership to be, how they came to understand ethical
leadership and ethical decision making, and what factors influenced this
understanding was a worthy focus. The decisions made by the participants, and the
lenses through which they make them, can impact the students and teachers they lead
in their schools and district.
b) Rich rigor. To ensure rich rigor, this study was grounded in well researched and well
accepted ethics paradigms (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016; Starratt, 1991). In-depth
interviews were used to collect data. This type of interview allowed for openness and
flexibility in the data gathering process so as not to constrict responses, but to
encourage participants to share their perspectives and elaborate on their experiences.
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Data analysis was guided by Lichtman’s three Cs (2013), and the researcher’s
reflective journal enabled detailed description of the analysis process and multiple
layers of steps to thoroughly evaluate the data.
c) Sincerity. To display sincerity in the research, I engaged in self-reflexivity and
transparency to provide a window into values and biases I may have related to the
study. The reflective journal aided in describing my role as researcher in the study
and my understanding and interpretation of the responses of the participants
(Janesick, 2016). The journal helped me capture my thoughts, reactions and positions
as they were brought to my experiences with and analysis of the interviews.
d) Credibility. Detailed and thick description of participants’ perspectives, together with
member checking of their interview transcripts enhance the credibility of the research.
The participants had opportunity to review and modify the responses they presented
to certify that the transcriptions did, in fact, represent their thoughts and positions
taken.
e) Resonance. Both phenomenological and autoethnographic perspectives are aimed at
describing and understanding the meaning and essence of lived experiences.
Participants in this study had a direct influence on my perceptions of ethical
leadership and decision making. My reflective journal was a tool to help me recollect
in detail how my understanding was shaped through the meanings they gave to their
experiences and shared with me as I tried to make sense of my experiences.
f) Significant contribution. A review of relevant literature revealed that there is a gap in
research on ethical leadership and decision making in terms of how one comes to
learn what is ethical in leadership practice. This study contributed insights into what
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and how participants came to understand about ethical leadership and decision
making in their own professional practice. What was learned from this study has
implications for leadership development.
g) Ethics. Because of the nature of my relationship to the participants, names and
pseudonyms were not used or any descriptions of job responsibilities. Participants
were assigned a number. This was to prevent identification through gender or
positions held in the district. Any other unique identifiers used in the data collection
were also given a general description that would not reveal persons or places.
h) Meaningful coherence. The coherence of the study lies within the alignment of the
research questions, theoretical framework, and analysis. The research questions and
theoretical framework guided the study through looking at perceptions of ethics (both
in existing research and participants’ experiences), the filtering and understanding of
how situations and interactions formed these leaders’ thinking, and the various factors
that provided inputs for the process. The qualitative research design was informed by
phenomenological and autoethnographic perspectives, together with in-depth
interviews and a researcher reflective journal as data sources, all appropriate for the
purpose of the study.
Reflexivity
The participants in this study were people who I have worked with in the district. None of
the participants had ever held a direct role over me for which they were responsible for any kind
of evaluation. These individuals were in positions of leadership over certain areas, and because
of their position, I interacted with them for various facets of school operation. Because of this
relationship, it was impossible to separate myself from the data. Some researchers have argued
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that since the qualitative researcher is the interpreter of the data, setting oneself aside is an
impossible feat (Lichtman, 2013).
In this study, I was not separated from the research, but I was in fact deeply connected in
it. My entry into a district in which I was unfamiliar forced me to seek out those that I could trust
to help me develop as a leader. It was through this growth that the importance of learning about
ethical leadership became significant to me. The impact of these people was the catalyst for me
to begin to search out ethical leadership and how it is learned by educational leaders. This
revealed to me a lack of literature that shows the importance of how leaders learn to make
ethical decisions.
Because of how I am situated in the research, the inclusion of an autoethnographic
perspective was appropriate, and I engaged in reflexivity throughout the data collection and
analysis process through my reflective journal. This allowed me to express my thoughts
throughout the process and show my positionality regarding the research. Expressing my
positions and thoughts throughout the study allowed me to be reflective on my understanding of
how I was interpreting and interacting with the data. Journaling also helped with data analysis as
reflecting on the interpretation of the data allowed for better organization and classification of
the codes, classifications, and concepts discovered. Journaling also helped me understand how I
positioned myself in relation to the data as I reflected on the interviews, both as a researcher and
educational leader.
Limitations
While having a trusted relationship with the participants may be an advantage, it was also
a possible limitation to the study. Individuals might have been unwilling, in some instances, to
describe their understanding of ethics, as they might portray individuals or the district that they
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work for in a negative light. Because I was also an individual that they have contact with on a
regular basis, they might have been unwilling to share information because of the negative
perceptions their responses may cast (e.g., providing a story of an ethical lesson they learned
from a non-example), or they might have felt overly obligated because of our relationship. While
none of the participants expressed these feelings, the possibility is acknowledged.
Institutional Review Board
The university’s Institutional Review Board requirements for investigator training were
completed through the University of South Florida’s Collaborative Institutional Training
Initiative (CITI). The training was completed for research focusing on social or behavioral
studies. The study was approved by the University of South Florida Applications for Research
Compliance (ARC), following IRB requirements (see Appendix D.
Signed informed consent letters were collected from the participants, following
University IRB guidelines. Recordings and transcriptions were stored digitally in a USF
Box.com folder per IRB guidelines. Digital and physical data will be retained for 5 years and
then permanently deleted from the Box.com folder or shredded and disposed of properly.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 3 described processes for conducting the research and managing the data. The
research design was appropriate for data collection to ensure rich descriptions to explore the
phenomenon of coming to understand ethical leadership and factors that influenced that process.
Data collection provided an iterative process for interpretation and reflection while journaling
throughout the process provided transparency for positionality. Member checking and journaling
contributed to the credibility of the findings.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to explore what a group of high school administrators
perceived ethical leadership to be and how they came to understand ethical leadership. The
findings of the study are presented in relation to the research questions that guided the study.
Each participant’s response is reported for each research question. Organizing findings in this
way will first provide a foundation of the perceptions of ethical leadership expressed by the
participants, then describe participants’ explanations of how their perceptions of ethical
leadership and ethical decision making were formed, and finally describe factors that contributed
to each leader’s understanding of ethical leadership and ethical decision making.
Participants
Three of the four administrators in this study were connected to my experiences as an
administrator. Numbers are assigned to each participant to provide as much anonymity as
possible. When one of the participants mentioned another participant in the study, I substituted
their name with their alphanumeric designation in the study. I also substituted names and titles of
others mentioned by the participants to further shield their identity. While this may not provide
full insight into the nuances of each leader such as age, gender, race/ethnicity, etc., the goal of
this study was to look at commonalities among these leaders’ understandings and perceptions
and to preserve confidentiality.
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Question 1: What does a group of experienced high school administrators perceive ethical
leadership to be?
Participant 1
When asked what qualities ethical leaders have, Participant 1 (P1) went straight to
integrity and explained three elements of integrity. P1 stated, “You do what you say you are
going to do. You will always make the right decision based on the information you have at hand.
You are going to take care of the people you’re responsible for” (P1, Interview, February 12,
2021). P1 then followed up by describing leaders that P1 observed and stated a similar set of
three core values:
I think that what stood out to me was people who led with a certain (pause) - you could
tell that they were going to always strive to make the right decisions for the people who
they were leading. You know they (pause) - it goes back to a mantra that I use even in as
a parent in leading my children, you work hard, you do the right thing, and you’re
gracious (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021).
P1 struck me as someone who had already put thought into qualities of ethical leadership. This
impressed me as a leader because it showed no delay in articulating a response, and from a
leadership perspective, it communicated to me a surety of the beliefs that were held and a
readiness of knowledge that enabled giving a response or responding to a situation.
P1 explained the first element “you work hard” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021) as,
“You have to be the hardest working person in your building” (P1, Interview, February 12,
2021). P1 also stated when describing another mentor leader that connected with hard work was
that,
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I wanted to ensure that the people that worked with me would have that same belief in me
based on not my position necessarily, but the way that I would lead with that integrity of
purpose. They could see how hard I was working. (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
Here P1 points out that it is desirable for those being led to have a belief in P1’s leadership and
that this was revealed through P1’s purpose and example of hard work. Through this statement I
began to feel how P1 saw leadership as something bigger than oneself. It was not about the status
of a position but about something that had purpose. This statement is aligned with the first
element of integrity, “You do what you say you are going to do” (P1, Interview, February 12,
2021). Here P1 is showing that integrity is work done aligning with what is said will be done.
The second point made by P1 was, “You will always going to make the right decision
based on the information that you have at hand” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021) and “you do
the right thing” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). P1 further explained that doing the right
thing is also accompanied by transparency. P1 stated, “You always have to be counted on to do
the right thing and when you did the right thing, people who you were responsible to could see
that that was the right thing to do for that particular situation” (P1, Interview, February 12,
2021). That transparency was not limited to decisions within the school setting. P1 further
explained:
I was always going to do the right thing. That they were never going to see me (pause) they were never going to see me whether it was at work or in the community or at home,
it was always going to be the same thing, that they were never going to be able to see
anything different about me. (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
Here transparency extended beyond the decisions made at work and encompassed life outside of
the school.
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The third element described was, “You have to take care of the people you are
responsible for” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021) and “you have to be gracious” (P1,
Interview, February 12, 2021). P1 links these two in further explanation, “…you have to be
gracious. You have to think about other people first, it can never be about you. You have to be
extremely selfless” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). When asked about care, P1 responded:
I think that with leadership you take on the responsibility of the people who are entrusted
to you. In a school setting, it’s not just the children in the building, it’s everyone who’s
associated with that school. It’s your custodial staff, it’s your teachers, it’s the parents,
it’s the people in the community who are counting on you to be able to help move our
community forward.
Describing the third element, P1 explained that being gracious is thinking about other people and
the care involved with those people so that the school can make progress. Knowing P1’s
experience made me reflect on being the same person no matter where you are, putting other
people first, and listening to many different stakeholders. I saw a clarity in P1’s actions toward
others. Behind those actions was no selfish motive. P1’s values permeated every aspect of P1’s
life.
Participant 2
Participant 2 (P2) focused perception of ethical leadership on doing what is best for
students and teachers while balancing that with a personal code of ethics and the rules that
govern schools. P2 explained:
I think that ethical leaders have a strong sense of what’s right and wrong. They are
shaped by their experiences into understanding the importance of always focusing on the
actions of others and their own actions and how they reflect to the general community.
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You know you have a code of ethics and everybody works very strongly from a code of
ethics. People have their own moral compasses, but a lot of times there’s huge gray areas
in decisions that we make as leaders and really understanding that you have to stick to
what you believe is right and at the same time doing what’s best for students. (P2,
Interview, February 26, 2021)
P2 talking about “gray areas” acknowledged that all decisions were not black and white; some
had an area in between, so to speak, that must be navigated by educational leaders. What I also
took from this was that when making a decision in a gray area, the leader’s personal ethical code
helps in the decision-making process. This code seems to keep the leader within some selfdefined boundaries for the decision-making process. This is where I started to think about my
own personal ethical code and what would ground and provide boundaries for my decisionmaking.
I wanted to further understand what P2 meant when describing ‘what is right.’ When
asked about it, P2 responded:
Always doing what’s best for kids, which is a cliché, but it is the truth. Trying to do
what’s best for teachers, but also balancing that with the rules and the dictates that you
receive either from your district, from the state, and from the federal government because
a lot of times, what you may believe is right for students morally is not necessarily what
dictates that you receive from the state or the federal government. (P2, Interview,
February 26, 2021)
Also included in explaining what is right was the following:
What’s right for me is that you make sure that you give teachers the right amount of
support, that you don’t expect them to do things that you wouldn’t do, that you’re out
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front of the work in your school. Those are the things that I consider right for a leader.
That you’re a servant leader. That’s what’s right. That’s what servant leadership is,
doing, going the extra mile, doing the extra thing, staying late, trying to help someone,
figuring what people want and what they need and figuring out if that’s good for students
then I can do that extra bit even though it may put more work on me, it’s what’s good.
(P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
When asked why servant leadership was important, P2 responded:
Well because I think a lot of it has to do with my personality, but I would say that servant
leadership for me, is that I like to help people. I get enjoyment out of seeing people that
work for me go into roles and say that I helped them get there by serving them as an
example, not just by doing things. I mean teaching them things that they were able to use
to get better. But servant leadership at its most basic is just doing things for people and
taking care of your teachers. One of the things that I was very good at as a principal was
telling my assistant principals you feed your staff, you take care of your staff, you
acknowledge your staff when they do well. You do things to try to improve the school.
You serve the school community. Servant leadership is basically making sure that
whoever you’re working with and for that you’re doing everything you can to make them
successful. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
Through this part of the interview, I was able to see a different side of P2. I knew P2 to be very
hard working and a great resource of information when it came to technical questions. Elements
of this can be seen in the response when P2 references balancing choices with rules or other
dictates and how P2 spoke of going the extra mile and working hard. The side that I began to see
more was how P2 had a desire to help people into leadership roles. That side of serving as a
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mentor and investing in emerging leaders was always there, but I don’t think I saw the depth of it
because I was focused on how P2 went about the work. More of this concern for others came out
in P2’s description of servant leadership.
P2 defined servant leadership at its core as taking care of and doing things for people. In
explaining how to care for staff, P2 stated:
You care for your staff by making sure that you acknowledge their birthdays. You make
sure that you acknowledge when they stay late for you. You write thank you notes. You
do emails to thank them. There are things that you do and as you’re more experienced
and you get to figure out what people judge as genuine and what judge as hokey and I
mean if you send…whenever I send a note, I do it handwritten. I don’t type it. It’s about
taking care of things that they feel like are important to them because every teacher has
things that they feel like are important to them and a lot of it is also getting input from
them and talking to them about what they want and what they need. That has to be
natural, it can’t be forced. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
Further describing input from teachers, P2 stated, “Every morning go to two or three different
classrooms and ask teachers what they think. And here’s the deal, you have to show you care
about everybody” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021).
P2 continued the thoughts on ethical leadership, describing the importance of hiring
people that are best suited for the job position that is open and not the most convenient or
popular choice. P2 described it as being willing to make the hard decisions. This was good for
me to hear as a leader because hard decisions don’t just go away and have to be dealt with. P2
explained it as follows:
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That is an important part of ethical leadership. Is being able to make hard decisions based
on what’s right for the school. You asked me earlier about doing what’s right and
describe it more. It just took me a while to get going. That’s what it means. Ethical
leadership is not taking shortcuts and there are times when we wish things would just go
away. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
Participant 3
When Participant 3 (P3) spoke of the qualities of ethical leaders, the first thing mentioned
had to do with core values:
The first thing you have to know is what your core values are. What do you stand for in
education? What drives you to get up every morning? What are those things that are nonnegotiables, the things you are willing to fight for and take a stand for if needed and
knowing that concept of a moral compass? Do I know what direction I need to head as a
person? I think that is kind of step one in being an ethical leader. I think beyond that it’s
really being able to weigh out decisions and understand that the decisions I make have
ramifications and being able to think through what the outcome of that decision is and
how that outcomes jives with what your core values are and if it goes against something
you believe in or something you stand for or could be interpreted as something that goes
against what you believe in then, you’ve got to use that as part of your decision making. I
think that’s a big part of it. I’m thinking of what really stands out as a core value for me. I
think encapsulated within that is a willingness to listen to people. To hear all sides and
not simply jump to conclusions. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
This perspective is something that I would expect from P3 because P3 has a very cerebral
approach to leadership. P3 is very reflective and thinks deeply about an issue or situation. P3 is
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also an experienced listener, attending to and hearing all sides. I can confirm that statement
because I have seen that trait in action.
P3 further laid out core values and described what each of them look like:
So, I have three core values that I’ve held onto and always have. I would die on a hill for
these if I have to. One is all students can learn to be successful, perhaps not at the same
level as others, but given the right motivations and the right support, we can raise the
level of student success greatly beyond where we are. So, all students can learn to be
successful. All students can be college or career ready by the time they walk out of high
school. Every single one of them should be able to graduate, 100% with either the
opportunity to go to college if they want or the opportunity to go right into the workforce
and be successful. There’s not a single child that walks on that campus that I don’t
believe has that ability if we give them the right supports and structures. That was
number two. Number three is an easy one, when all else fails, be nice. There is nothing to
be gained from being rude or angry or disrespectful to people. You are going to go a lot
further if you hold onto that. There’s a lot of things that will push my buttons and get my
blood boiling, but in 99 percent of those situations I maintain my composure and still
respond respectfully and politely to them. That’s the way I want to be treated regardless
of what’s going on. I think those are the three things I hold onto daily. Any decision I
make driving forward, that’s how I make them. (P3, Interview, February 26, 2021)
I had never heard P3’s core values before. It made me reflect on my own thoughts of what I
perceive core values to be and what my core values would be. This also made me reflect on
leadership development. Had this interview not happened, I might not have gained insight into
P3’s core values and use that insight to reflect on my own core values.
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Through the interview I was also able to see the quality of putting others first. P3
furthered explained this by stating:
I think that you have to value others more that your own standing. You have to be more
concerned with how you’re helping and serving others than caring about your title or
reputation. That willingness to put others before yourself I think is key. If you think about
yourself and that is the only outcome that matters to you then you’re not really thinking
things all the way through to impact. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
Closely tied with valuing others, P3 described ethical leadership as:
In my opinion, ethical leadership is the idea that we are making decisions with the best
interest of all in mind. That we’re not driven by anything that’s going to…it’s not driven
by personal gain, it’s not driven to make myself look better…step above anybody else.
You’re really making decisions for the better good of everybody. When you work in a
large organization and you not only lead a lot of people that are counting on you, but you
make decisions for hundreds and thousands of students that are depending on you to
make the right decision. If you are only thinking about yourself, you’re not going to get
all those people where they really need to go. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
Participant 4
Participant 4 (P4) immediately went to caring, equality, and fairness as a quality of an
ethical leader:
I think the very first thing that comes to mind is just a genuine caring for the well-being
of students, as well as actually any stakeholder involved in education. If we’re always
looking out for their well-being, I think we can be driven to making the best decisions for
that particular individual. An ethical leader just needs to be able to look at individuals as
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individuals. Equally. Fairly. So that every aspect, whatever it is that you’re, whoever
you’re working with or working on, can be taken into consideration. It’s just a genuine
care for what it is that you’re doing. I think that you need to be able to be transparent in
your thought processes, so that even though your decisions may not always be of popular
choice of others but there’s a clear understanding as to how you got to it. It’s not
necessarily a personal decision. It is about looking at things in all aspects, how everybody
is involved, not just you. (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021)
To describe caring, P4 illustrated how one student needed extra support with behavior. P4
explained that time was taken to individually counsel the student on their behavior, asking the
why of the behavior, and providing avenues for the student to deal with emotions.
I took the time to build the relationship with the student and provided a way for the
student…he had to learn where his reactions weren’t appropriate and I had to give him a
place for him to have those reactions. If you just approach it as an educator to just go
after what right or wrong was per student code of conduct that young man wouldn’t have
made it because he would’ve just been faced with these are the consequences. You’re
gone. That’s that. Instead of having the conversation, we’re going to have to have
consequences, but let’s talk about how we’re going to approach this for future and it
evolved, it was an evolving relationship, even to the point when I was no longer at that
location, when I saw that young man, he would still approach to have conversation,
which before an adult was an enemy basically because every adult was not willing to
listen or provide support. So, if there wasn’t that moment of caring about him as an
individual and what was in his best interest, I’m afraid of where he would be. (P4,
Interview, February 18, 2021)
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Care and relationships were big with P4, and this was another instance where I could where I
could see the interview responses and the actions of the leader line up. P4 is a leader who always
stresses having conversations with those that you are leading when decisions are made that affect
those people. This confirmed the relational piece that P4 spoke of in the interview.
When asked to further explain equality and fairness, P4 added:
If there is ever a perception that someone or some group is being favored, you will lose
buy-in from those that are seeing that unfair perception. You can’t lead a group if
everybody doesn’t feel that they are a part of the group. If somebody doesn’t feel that
they are just as valued and it doesn’t mean that they all have to have a specific
identifiable role because some just want to sit and listen. Some don’t want to actively
participate, but if they should ever feel the want to step up to actively participate or
provide their feedback, if you are not willing to make them feel just as accepted as those
that are fully engaged and actively participating, you’re going to lose them for good. In
order to move the entire group, the entire group needs to feel that they are all equally and
fairly being taken into consideration, whether you’re talking about a school leader or a
teacher in a classroom with students, it’s the same thing. (P4, Interview, February 18,
2021)
Looking at all the responses from the participants, there is a wide variety of what they
perceive ethical leadership to be. All the participants mentioned the care of students and staff,
but there is a focus that each of the participants centered on that was different than the others. P1
and P3 both identified a set of three cores values, but those values differed in their focus. Two of
P1’s core values focus on the actions of the leader and the other on the care of people that serve
under a leader. P2 centers most of the conversation around taking care of teachers, balancing
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between state or federal mandates, and helping future leaders. Two of P3’s core values center
around student success while the other around how to treat others. P4 spoke mostly of caring for
individuals and while they did not explicitly say who those individuals were, P4 focus on
students as a means to explain P4’s ethical perception.
Question 2: How did these experienced high school administrators come to understand
ethical leadership and ethical decision making?
Participant 1
P1 began explaining how ethical leadership came to be understood by first identifying
what was called a “study of leadership” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). P1 paid close
attention to all of the people around P1 who were leading. It was through these leaders that P1
began to study “what they are doing and how they are making decisions” (P1, Interview,
February 12, 2021). It was through these observations that Participant 1 stated, “I think that what
stood out to me was people who led with a certain (pause). You could tell that they were going to
always strive to make the right decisions for the people who they were leading” (P1, Interview,
February 12, 2021). Through this statement P1 noted that the focus was on leaders that had
certain qualities that were worthy to be studied.
P1 used those people who were part of the study of leadership to reflect on P1’s own
background, stating, “So watching people as I was, I would reflect on my own upbringing, all the
way to when I received my first leadership position, I began to really study what does that look
like” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). This notion of a leader’s study of leadership was one of
those frames that stuck with me during the interviews. The “study of leadership” was that quote
for me. I always knew to pay attention and learn from what was going on around me, but I had
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never bound it in a frame that took on meaning. Having this frame actually makes me more
aware of those around me to make sure that they are included in my study of leadership.
P1 looked at ethical leaders and then compared what P1 saw to P1’s own upbringing. In
addition to P1’s upbringing, P1 also identified faith as a factor that played into P1’s
understanding of ethical leadership. P1 explained:
I believe that part of my ethical leadership comes from my faith and that I have a very
strong faith that helps create a compass for me in my life so that it enables me to
recognize those things that I would want to aspire to and those things that I would want to
turn away from. That is what enabled me to see a very good man making decisions for
the community and being able to make hard decisions at times that would challenge
someone if they didn’t have some type of core values system or faith base system. (P1,
Interview, February 12, 2021)
P1 illustrated using a core value system to make decisions when explaining how a teacher
in one of P1’s schools wanted to introduce a new field trip to the school.
I talked to her about walking through my decision process saying that if I have a core
value that I want to create opportunities for all students and if I allow yet another a new
thing to be introduced because the 8th grade trip had been there probably decades before I
got to that school. If I was going to allow during my watch to allow another opportunity
like this to come along that created a situation where some students could and some
students couldn’t or some parents just didn’t want to choose to do that, I couldn’t grant
permission for that based on that core value of equity. (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
Part of P1’s study of leadership lead to thinking about decisions and their impact. This
study constantly evaluated all of the decisions that were in view and some of P1’s own decisions.
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This line of thinking really focused P1 in thinking of ethical leadership to really consider the
outcomes of decisions and weigh that against currently held values.
I made a lot of decisions that were probably not that great at the beginning of my
leadership. You know you make a decision and realize that that was very short sighted, or
I would see somebody else make a decision and wonder why they didn’t take into
consideration some of these other factors. I think that between learning from experience
and the experience of others, I think in leadership if you only concentrate on your own
leadership as a leader you lose the benefit of constantly learning from other leaders. That
is because you’re always going to want to continue your study. (P1, Interview, February
12, 2021)
Here P1 spoke of considering other factors in decision-making and the apparent lack of
this thought in P1’s decision-making and other leader’s decision-making. It was through this
observation that P1 began to build a framework to understand the impact of decision-making.
One aspect of P1’s understanding of ethical leadership came encapsulated in a statement that was
present in every participant’s interview. This phrase was “think it through to impact” (P1,
Interview, February 12, 2021). P1 explained its origin by noting:
Well, one of the things that I saw was that people would make decisions based on what
was right in front of them. When you make a decision there are going to be multiple
ripples behind that decision. What I wanted to get people to do was to see that decision
through to the final impact where there is not going to be another choice and to look
through every single obstacle that is there until it gets to that final place. (P1, Interview,
March 11, 2021)
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When asked, P1 explained the process of thinking behind “think it through to impact” (P1,
Interview, February 12, 2021):
Well, following things through to impact is a really big thing and probably every person
who has ever worked with me understands that it’s a huge thing that comes with decision
making. You have to be able to see the multiple ways that that decision is going to fan
out and you’ve got to be able to look forward. You have to kind of be able to anticipate
what that decision is going to look like in the future. So, is that decision going to have
multiple points of impact and how far into the future can you see this? Can you see that
place, that gap, maybe an outlier? Are you willing to take the chance even though there’s
an outlier that will cause you to maybe question your decision, but if you look at all the
other span your decision has, are you willing to stand up for that outlier and understand
that that outlier may come true? Are going to be able to see your way through that? So
that’s more of a process of really helping people step through, if you make this decision,
who are the people that it’s going to touch and how many different options are there
opened as soon as you make that decision? (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
P1 further explained what the “points of impact” were (P1, Interview, February 12,
2021):
Will I exclude anyone based on what has been presented to me? That’s where that equity
comes in because I want to make sure that when I make a decision that I’m not
inadvertently excluding a particular group of people. That when all things considered
equal would you have an opportunity and sometimes you have to level the playing field
for people. I’m always going to make the decision that all things considered equal when I
make this decision, how is it going to impact this person and every person that falls after
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that? So, making sure that when you’re making a decision, when you’re opening that
door, what is the impact going to be. So, following all of your decisions down to impact.
(P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
P1 stressed the importance of this line of thinking as it applies to leaders because of the
forward impact along with impact of past individuals. P1 laid out the importance of this concept
in the current state of leadership and decision making.
So it’s a pretty big, that’s a pretty big concept to wrap your head around because I think
with leadership we’re called to make decisions very quickly and you’ve got to be able to
very quickly begin to see all of the different ways that that decision’s going to make with
time, with resources, with the impact, with other people, especially the people that a
previous decision well why didn’t you make that decision in my favor. It is about being
able to take a step back and be able to look at how far that decision is going to reach. (P1,
Interview, February 12, 2021)
The phrase “think it through to impact” was a phrase that I had heard before. Hearing it
through P1’s perspective gave me a better picture of what it really meant. I already had the idea
that decisions affected multiple people and that those decisions needed to be thought through
because they would have different impacts on different people. One thing that I became more
aware of through this explanation was that decisions also happened in the future and in the past.
A decision that is made now will set a precedent for future decisions to come, and decisions can
also have an impact on the people that came before who did not have the benefit of a decision
made.
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Participant 2
P2 explained that in thinking about ethical leadership and decision-making, one has to
evaluate one’s own view of ethical leadership against one’s own moral compass. P2 explained:
People have their own moral compasses, but a lot of times there’s huge gray areas in
decisions that we make as leaders and really understanding that you have to stick to what
you believe is right and at the same time doing what’s best for students. Sometimes those
two things can be at odds and you have to make sure that you’re true to yourself. (P2,
Interview, February 26, 2021)
P2 further described this process by taking observations made from other leaders on
ethical decision-making and applying those to one’s own thinking and understanding by using
one’s “own ethical analysis” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021) on the situation. P2 like P1
described watching other decisions that were made and then evaluating those decisions based on
personally held morals or standards. P2 also applied this thinking to decisions that were being
faced to make sure the best interest of the student was balanced against a personally held
standard. P2 also introduced the phrase, “think it through to impact” (P2, Interview, February 26,
2021).
I think you always have to think things through to impact and see what the different
decisions are going to do for different people. Like I said earlier, there is a gray area. A
lot of times when something may benefit a student, it may not benefit a teacher.
Something may benefit a teacher, but it may not benefit a student. Your ethical leadership
abilities help you to understand what is more important in that time and space and be able
to make that decision because there are so many gray areas. (P2, Interview, February 26,
2021)
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P2 further explained what looking out towards others meant when making an ethical decision:
You have to be able to remember what it was like for people when they were a teacher
and so many people don’t do that. You have to remember what it was like when they
were an AP (assistant principal), you can’t be focused on what you see. What you’re
doing. You have to be focused on what it is doing to other people too. (P2, Interview,
February 26, 2021)
P2 brought in a good point of perspective here for me as a leader. I need to remember what it
was like in positions that I used to hold when I make decisions. This helps when thinking about
impact and the individuals that my decisions might affect.
P2 continued this line of thinking by looking at decisions in multiple ways. In P2’s
previous statement, how decisions affected different people was uncovered. P2 exposed more
elements that come into consideration with ethical decision-making and understanding. The first
point that was made looked at the decision strictly based on if it was an ethical decision or an
unethical decision. P2’s thinking revealed that one has judge the decision against not only their
own personal standard, but also how that decision affects their career and their ability to effect
change on others. P2 explained:
Probably the biggest part of ethical leadership, and this sounds terrible, but it’s true, is
you have to think of what the unethical options are and make sure that you don’t choose
one of those. You have to be able to see problems and issues from all sides. It doesn’t
mean that you make those decisions, and the leaders that I’ve worked with that struggle
are unable to do that. You have to be able to think about, what if I made this decision,
what would I do? Well first of all I’d be miserable because it wouldn’t be true to myself,
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but second it wouldn’t be a good decision ethically and it would endanger myself and my
career and my ability to affect students and teachers. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
Drawing a similarity to P1, P2 also stated that ethical decision-making is not a quick
decision. P2 stated:
My understanding of ethical leadership helps me when there are different situations that I
could make a snap decision and it might be the easiest thing to do at the time, but five
steps down the road it may end up being a problem. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
Participant 3
Very similar to P1 and P2, P3 also established the importance of using a set of core
values in thinking about the outcomes of decisions:
It’s really being able to weigh out decisions and understand that the decisions I make
have ramifications and being able to think through what the outcome of that decision is
and how that outcomes jives with what your core values. If it goes against something you
believe in something or you stand for or could be interpreted as something that goes
against you believe in, then you have got to use that as part of your decision making. I
think the core part of that is that you have to have those core values. What am I in this
for? What are those things that I take with me that I value every day when I get up?
These are my reasons for operating, the reasons I do what I do. When I make decisions, I
have to weigh those against my core values, you know, what do I truly believe? I think
we’re faced with those on a regular basis as leaders. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
When asked to explain more about the ramifications of decisions made and how P3 came
to that understanding, P3 brought it back to two points that the P1 and P2 pointed out which were
“think it through to impact” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021) and rushing into decisions.
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I think oftentimes when we make bad decisions, it’s not because we are intentionally
trying to make bad decisions, but it’s because we rush into a situation and we’re willing
to make snap judgements or quick decisions without having all the facts or really thinking
through how that impacts everybody. You have heard me say that plenty of times. Think
it through to impact. You’ve got to really focus on all the players involved and how this
decision will impact them. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
Here P3 directly related “think it through to impact” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021) to
me as an educational leader. P3 acknowledges that this is something that P3 has intentionally
said to leaders to help them with their understanding of decision-making. Here P3 was showing
how, as a leader, P3 worked with those under P3’s leadership to develop leaders. P3 was asked to
explain what “think it through to impact” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021) means.
So, what that really means is just, are you really seeing how this plays out over time from
the perspective of different people. That was another part of that you are really trying to
make good decisions that will be beneficial to everyone. Have you really placed yourself
in the position of each person that this decision impacts to see what it would look like
from their side when this decision is implemented? Potential pit falls that could come
from it? How you would address those pitfalls as they come about and really weighing
out your options before you move forward with a plan. In other words, not rushing into
any type of decision without having really thought about it. (P3, Interview, March 2,
2021)
P1 and P2 identified that in understanding ethical leadership, one had to evaluate one’s
decisions against some standard, whether it be core values, a developed moral compass, or other
standards outside of the individual as P2 pointed out with state mandates. P3 continued with this
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line of thinking and saw decisions as held up against a set of core values. P3 also laid out “think
it through to impact” and how decisions impact individuals from a perspective of placing oneself
in the shoes of those impacted to see the decision from their viewpoint.
Participant 4
P4 began by touching on a couple different aspects surrounding understanding ethical
leadership and decision-making early in the interview. P4 used the same line of thinking
regarding decision making and “thinking things all the way through” (P4, Interview, February
18, 2021). P4 noted that decisions have multiple aspects that need to be considered. Also,
thought processes need to be transparent. P4 noted:
I think that you need to be able to be transparent in your thought processes, so that even
though your decisions may not always be of popular choice of others but there’s a clear
understanding as to how you got to it. It’s not necessarily a personal decision, it is about
looking at things in all aspects, how everybody is involved, not just you. (P4, Interview,
February 18, 2021)
I think this tied to the relational aspect of P4’s thinking about leadership. Being transparent about
the thought process in decision-making contributed to P4’s efforts to maintain good relationships
by making sure that those around P4 knew what the thought process was and could understand
how a decision was made.
P4 made use of stories to explain certain aspects of ethical leadership. It is through story
that P4 communicated that decisions are not to be made quickly, but with thought as to the root
of the issue. P4 told a story of a student that had significant behavior issues in school. P4
explained that there was a differing opinion on how that student was to be handled between P4
and another administrator. The other administrator wanted a more immediate response while P4
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sought to give the student space to have reactions to the situation while P4 was gaining insight
and building trust with the student. P4 noted that this process took time and thought into
discovering how best to support the student.
P4 then summarized the ethical understanding of this situation by stating, “I never really
stop to think about it, (Laughs), I don’t know. I think it’s just internal. It’s just part of me…It’s
not about your immediate kneejerk reactions. It’s the asking, the why, always asking the why”
(P4, Interview, February 18, 2021). Here we find a similarity with other participants in that
ethical decision-making was not seen as a quick or kneejerk reaction, and decision-making must
be a thoughtful endeavor. Also of note was P4’s reference to this thought process as being “part
of me” (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021) and “just internal” (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021).
P4 took a stance that was opposite of another administrator and then saw a difficult situation
through. In essence, P4 used an internal measure to gauge what was right for the situation and
used that standard to evaluate how the situation should be handled.
When asked about how P4 came to an understanding of ethical leadership, the theme of
“think things all the way through” (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021) came out:
The examples that I learned from were always with the strong understanding to think
things all the way through, all around it, think around it all the way, and it’s not just at
that moment of making the decision, but it’s about watching that decision to play out and
seeing the results of that decision and analyzing whether it truly was right or wrong. And
being able to make those adjustments if it’s something that needs to be adjusted due to
that particular decision with that person or individual or if it’s that you’re ever faced with
having to make a decision like that again to be able to reflect, it’s about being reflective
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on your decision-making processes and what that ultimately will look like. (P4,
Interview, February 18, 2021)
P4 was asked to explain what was meant by “reflective,” and the response was:
I think the other thing is those good example leaders that I had, when things didn’t quite
go so right and even sometimes when they did, it was reflective conversations with them,
it wasn’t just about self-reflection, it was about reflective conversations with them
because you’re also getting another person’s perspective, right and they’re providing a
reflection based on their own experiences as well so it’s not just your own reflection and
it’s just getting it from others and again they would bring in their own experiences to say
hey, I would’ve done it this way. This is what happened to me, this is what, so you stop
and it just builds your knowledge and better equips you to be able to look at things in a
more holistic view. And if you can’t do that if you’re only going to look at it one way and
really how fair and ethical is that if you’re just looking at it from one lens. I don’t think
that that’s very ethical to just be able to go at it from one lens. (P4, Interview, February
18, 2021)
I took note of the emphasis on being “reflective” here. Decisions can be made by an individual,
but that does not always provide the best learning experience. Certainly, one can look back on
one’s decision and see some of the ramifications, but to have another experienced leader’s input
provides that extra “lens” through which to view a decision.
P4 had a very similar definition of “think things all the way through” (P4, Interview,
February 18, 2021) as the other participants. P4 noted that decisions are simply for the moment,
but that decision-making has a far-reaching impact as those decisions play out, and all the
aspects that decisions ultimately affect become clearer. P4, like the other participants, noted that
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decisions should not be made quickly, but rather one must look deeper into the causes of
situations. One difference between P4 and the other participants was the thought process of using
a standard to evaluate decision-making. While the other participants articulated this in a more
direct way, P4 used storytelling to reveal the thought process P4 used.
Question 3: What factors influenced these administrators’ understanding?
Participant 1
P1 developed a “study of leadership” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021) which was
described as “all of the people around you” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). When talking
about these leaders, P1 was drawn to certain leaders for how they conducted themselves. P1
noted that the ones that stood out were the ones “that they were going to strive always to make
the right decisions for the people who they were leading” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). P1
noted others that had a significant impact on ethical leadership included the leader of an
organization that P1 worked for outside of education, the first principal that hired P1, and P1’s
spouse. In a general context, P1 also cited the decision-making of examples and non-examples as
factors in understanding ethical leadership. In the organization that P1 worked for before
entering educations, P1 stated: “I saw the integrity that he had and the respect that he had of the
people that worked for him and with him and that helped begin to shape the way that I began to
lead” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). When P1 speaks of P1’s spouse describing the spouse
being “driven by a purpose by a purpose that is always doing the right thing for the people you
serve” (P1, Interview, March 11, 2021). P1’s first principal had a “sense of commitment to the
community and that you are always going to be living with the fact the everything you do
impacts your community deeply” (P1, Interview, March 11, 2021). After P1 describes P1’s first
principal and spouse, P1 refers back to the “study of leadership” (P1, Interview, February 12,
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2021) because “you are always going to be looking for examples and non-examples of how to
work with others and how to move your organization forward” (P1, Interview, March 11, 2021).
Experiences were another main avenue that P1 referenced as a factor and coupled this
with watching the experience of others:
I made a lot of decisions that were probably not that great at the beginning of my
leadership - you know you make a decision and realize that that was very short sighted or
I would see somebody else make a decision and wonder, I’m wondering why they didn’t
take into consideration some of these other factors. (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
While discussing the importance of learning from others in understanding ethical leadership, P1
pointed out that this learning did not always come from leaders that one served under. P1 stated
that those who served under the leader can be just as valuable.
I have been in school leadership now for over 40 years and I am still constantly learning
from other leaders. I’m still looking at what they’re doing and as I serve as a mentor to
leaders throughout the country, I’m constantly learning from the people that I’m
mentoring as well as those folks that I just see in leadership around me. (P1, Interview,
February 12, 2021)
Another source that P1 mentioned included P1’s religious faith in terms of how P1 used faith as
a criterion in evaluating ethical decisions. P1 stated:
I believe that part of my ethical leadership comes from my faith and that I have a very
strong faith in terms of that helps create a compass for me in my life so that it enables me
to recognize those things that I would want to aspire to and those things that I would want
to turn away from. (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021)
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Also mentioned were literature that P1 came across that informed ethical decision making. One
article referenced how leaders can help change the environment in their organization to better
facilitate growth. Simon Sinek’s work was also referenced regarding leaders putting others
before themselves when P1 stated: Leaders do not think about themselves first…if you look at
Simon’s Sinek’s Leaders eat Last” (P1, Interview, March 11, 2021).
Participant 2
P2 also identified other leaders as main factors in understanding ethical leadership. P2
referenced multiple administrators as contributing to P2’s understanding including a supervising
principal, P1, and a supervising assistant principal. Like P1, P2 also identified those that serve
under P2 as factors in learning.
You learn as much from people that are under you as above you. The old cliché about
latching on to a leader and learning everything from them, that doesn’t work for me, but I
can tell you that I’ve taught people just as much as I’ve learned from them. (P2,
Interview, February 26, 2021)
One point that P2 made was that learning shouldn’t only come from others who are similar. “One
of the things that you have to learn that we talked about earlier is that you have to learn from a
variety of people” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021). P2 described an assistant principal that
had a very different way of thinking and this other’s view:
I loved working with that assistant principal because she thinks about things completely
different than me. I needed that. I didn’t agree with most of what she said, but there were
times she made me think of things a different way and it helped me. (P2, Interview,
February 26, 2021)
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P2 then went on to talk about the relationship with P3 and how P2 learned from P3’s
strengths.
When I started working with P3, he learned a lot from me I feel and I learned a lot from
him. There are things I learned from him because he’s smart…I can give you examples of
things that I had to teach P3 because of his lack of experience when he was an AP on
handling situations, but I also watched him and learned some of the things that he did
instructionally that I didn’t do in the classroom because I was from a different era. That’s
why we’ve always complemented each other well. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
P2 also identified experience as a main factor. “Well, I think that you have to, again as a
leader, especially as a principal, you’re shaped by what the people you have worked for before as
well as your own life experiences” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021). P2 continued in talking
about one supervising assistant principal and the conversations that would take place at the end
of the day. It was through conversations that “two big pieces” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
of learning occurred which were “reflection and experience” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021).
P2 described those conversations:
We would sit in his office and have a Diet Dr. Pepper… and reflect on the day if the door
was open and he was in there. He would just talk about our day and things that happened
and he would give his feedback. (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021)
P2 referenced upbringing and its influence, particularly the influence of P2’s
parents. “Nobody can say that I don’t work hard. I think that comes from your upbringing. Both
my parents were very hard workers” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021).
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Participant 3
P3 identified early the same factors of other leaders and experience as key factors. While
talking about ethical decision-making, P3 stated:
I think from working with good leaders who really preached that as part of their stance
and how they addressed situations. I think from experience of watching people rush into
decisions that didn’t need to and that ended up back firing in what they were trying to
accomplish. (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021)
When P3 was asked about learning from others, particularly those under P3, P3 affirmed this by
stating: “Yes, absolutely. I think especially when we are teachers in the classroom. Our values
start to get shaped by the interacting with the students that we teach” (P3, Interview, April 30,
2021). P3 furthered this thought to include non-examples, “I think seeing good and bad examples
of what that can look like and does look like in both situations I think helped me to realize that
this really is the way we need to go” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021). P3 very concisely summed
up all the factors believed to be important:
I think your biggest influences are how you grew up, who you grew up around, any type
of religious affiliations that you may had grown up and been involved in that shaped your
worldview and what’s going on. People that you surround yourself with in your
professional career help shape those values and what you see. What you choose to read in
research can also shape. I think more important are the people that are around you. (P3,
Interview, March 2, 2021)
Further describing influential people around P3, P3 identified P2 as an influential factor in
learning:
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I have been fortunate to have good people around me to get good feedback from. P2 is
someone that I have been with for years in similar roles. We were assistant principals
together, we were principals together, we’re both in district roles. It’s nice to have
someone you can call at 8 o’clock at night and say, ‘I’m really wrestling with this issue,
here’s what I’m thinking, can you help me think through this and let’s talk through what
this looks like’. P2 is somebody that can give you honest feedback. (P3, Interview, March
2, 2021)
Participant 4
P4 like the other participants pointed toward mentors as main factors influencing ethical
leadership and decision-making. P4 identified that along with experiences and reflective
conversations. P4 explained:
I think it’s through experience, life experience, experiences you have and as we talked
before reflecting on those…I think the other thing is those good example leaders that I
had, when things didn’t quite go so right and even sometimes when they did, it was
reflective conversations with them, it wasn’t just about self-reflection, it was about
reflective conversations with them because you’re also getting another person’s
perspective and they’re providing a reflection based on their own experiences as well so
it’s not just your own reflection and it’s just getting it from others and again they would
bring in their own experiences to say hey, I would’ve done it this way. (P4, Interview,
February 18, 2021)
While P4 did not directly identify individuals that served under P4 as factors, P4 selfidentified as one that contributed to understanding ethical decision-making.
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Sometimes I was brining things to light because of the hands-on experiences that I had in
dealing with it. It was what I had to add to the conversation because it would be “Well,
P4, what about this” and so it was because of my experiences that they were not privy,
not that they were ignorant, It’s just that they weren’t aware of the process of how I got
from point A to point B. (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021)

Passing Understanding Forward
As I was working through the first round of interviews, the striking similarity which all
participants articulated was the “think it through to impact” theme. Reflecting on this caused me
to wonder about how this particular way of thinking was passed down through these
administrators. For P2, P3, and P4 to have learned such a similar way of thinking, wouldn’t the
delivery of that information have to be similar? This also led me to think how these leaders
thought of passing down information to other leaders that served under them. For this reason, in
the second round of interviews, I included a question about how these participants worked to
develop leaders that make ethical decisions. P1 talked of passing a way of thinking on so that the
emerging leaders could stand on their own.
That’s the other thing, when developing people’s leadership, it’s more than just telling
them, ‘when you are in the situation…blah blah blah’. It’s helping them find the solution.
You want when people leave your span of influence, you want them to be able to stand
on their own and be independent. So where do you look for that information? Where do
you go? How would you find it? Not telling them ‘this is what you need to do when’.
Being very deliberate about helping people see for themselves and get that feel. ‘So did
you feel when that conversation went wrong? Now looking back on it. Where did that
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conversation start going wrong? What were some of the things you could have done?
What were some of the things that you were picking up on that you could have turned
that conversation another direction’. Instead of saying ‘Well, what you should have
said…’ That type of thing. Regardless of where the person was, really helping them to
solve their own problems and help them to rely on that personal integrity that they have
to have to use a rudder. (P1, Interview, March 11, 2021)
P2 described it this way:
Because showing them different options, teaches them to think for themselves. Telling
them what to do means that they will be calling me every time they make a decision and I
am not going to be there. That’s especially important when you’re a principal and you’re
teaching your APs…You just don’t just tell them ‘This is what I believe, you need to
adhere to these beliefs or we’re going to have a problem’. Everything is situational. You
have to be able to explain to them how to handle situations, but a lot of times you have to
let them come to the realization themselves. (P2, Interview, March 9, 2021)
P3 described it as:
I think that goes with probing questions about the decision they want to make and why
they want to make it. It’s the willingness to take the time to stop and reflect with that
person and say “OK, tell me your thought process. Have you thought all the way
through? What does this in impact to teachers? What does this look like in impact to
students?” Really probing those questions until they get used to probing themselves to be
able to answer those questions. Then I feel comfortable that they have that thought
process in mind already and they can make those decisions without me having to push
back on them all the time. Sometimes an AP would come to me and say, “This is what I
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would really like to do and this how I want to do it” and I would tell them “Is this
something that needs to be done right now?” Oftentimes they would say “Well, no. It just
needs to be done by next week.” Take some time to think about that. Go home and sleep
on it. Come back tomorrow morning and let’s talk about this again. Without even probing
them, I could see some flaws within that thought process and how that could impact. Just
forcing them to go home and sleep on it. A lot of times they would come back and say,
“You know, I’ve thought about this a little more and here’s what I’ve realized and here’s
what I’ve thought.” It helps them to see that if they are a little more patient and reflective
in their thinking. That it prevents them from rushing into potentially detrimental
decisions that they would then have to back track or figure out how to get out of. (P3,
Interview, March 26, 2021)
P4 focused more on the relational side of coaching:
I think it’s all about building the relationship with that person. It’s kind of like when I
took you under my wing. You have to have passion for what the end goal is and it’s all
about the students…So if you have that passion there and in order to do that I really do
believe it’s about the relationship you build with those other people that become part of
your team to ultimately move forward collectively towards that end goal for that student
success. If you don’t have trust amongst the entire team, then you’re going to have that
disconnect…I have to cultivate (relationships) so the coaching aspect can come along. I
don’t think somebody is going to be as receptive to coaching if you haven’t built the
relationship with them. If they can’t trust you, why would they take anything that you
have to say into consideration? (P4, Interview, March 10, 2021)
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The three most seasoned leaders focused their attention on developing those under them
with the goal of those leaders becoming thoughtful in their decision-making so that they could
make well informed decisions on their own.
Chapter Summary
All four participants openly shared their perspectives and experiences, and none of the
participants was surprised in any way by the questions that were asked. All participants stated
that ethical leadership focused on others. This focus was centered around the actions of leaders
and how those actions affected others. While all of the leaders spoke of their actions and how
those actions affected others, P1 and P3 framed those as core values, and P2 spoke of a code of
ethics. While P4 spoke of the actions of leaders, P4 did not have a clearly defined way to frame
those thoughts such as a code of ethics or core values.
Across the participants, understanding ethical leadership and ethical decision was
influenced by how leaders think through their decisions and how those decisions impact all
stakeholders. This thought process was commonly referred as “think it through to impact.”
Thinking something through to impact was described as a process where a leader had to think
about all the different persons that their decisions might affect, as well as how those decisions
might impact future decisions and the impact of decisions made in the past. P1, P2, and P3 also
used a common frame when describing how they came to understand ethical leadership. P1
studied those leaders around P1 and defined them as P1’s “study of leadership” and how P1 used
those in the study to reflect against P1’s understanding. P2 spoke of using one’s “own ethical
analysis” when studying other leaders’ decisions and how those decisions are evaluated. P3 used
personal core values and examined those against decisions that are made. P4 recognized an
internal personal standard but did not have a framing language similar to other participants. The
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common factors that influenced these leaders’ understanding of ethical leadership was other
leaders and reflection on experiences. P1 and P3 both mentioned their faith and other literature as
sources for their understanding.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study explored the perspectives of four experienced high school administrators who
were directly related to my professional learning as an administrator. The participants were all
further linked by either working with or under each other. The purpose of the study was to
understand what these experienced high school administrators perceived ethical leadership to be,
how they came to understand ethical leadership and ethical decision making, and factors that
influenced this understanding. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were used to collect data.
In presenting the findings of the study in Chapter 4, I used quotations from the interview
transcripts to construct narrative descriptions of the stories, experiences, and examples that the
participants provided in response to each of the three research questions. This closing chapter
will discuss the findings in relation to the review of relevant literature presented in Chapter 2 and
the conceptual framework. The chapter will also address the impact of the study on me, the
researcher, as well as implications for further research and practice.
Reflecting on the Review of Relevant Literature
Robert Starratt (2014) defined ethics as “the intelligibility of moral choices and actions
and why one would consider some choices and actions good and some bad” (pp. 69-70). Ethics
provides a framework for thinking about one’s decisions and actions, along with the effects of
those decisions and actions on others. As I revisit Starratt’s definition in light of what I have
drawn from my participants, the words “consider” and “intelligibility” stand out the most.
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Findings of this study illustrated that participants had some internal standard against which they
considered their decisions. It might have been articulated core values, a moral compass, or an
emerging standard that had not quite matured into fully formulated core values or moral
compass. Still, they all had a point of reference against which they evaluated how they made
ethical decisions. Starratt’s definition also mentions the intelligibility of choices made. Findings
of the study further illustrated the theme of “think it through to impact” ̶ a cognitive process that
participants applied to decision-making. This process focused on how a decision would play out
among all the groups that could be affected by that decision. Using this process, a leader could
view potential impacts of a decision to determine if the decision created the most positive
outcome.
It was Begley’s (2006) work that highlighted the importance of leaders understanding
their values, as well as understanding what other leaders in an organization understand of values
in the organization. It is in this interplay of self, others, and organization that leaders situate
themselves and begin to build a framework for how they understand ethical decision making in
an organization. This interplay became visible through the interviews. The participants identified
leaders they served under and how these leaders had contributed to their development as leaders.
The interplay between leaders was just not limited to a hierarchical structure. Through the
interview, the participants noted that they learned from their peers, as well as from those who
reported to them. The perspectives of those above them, beside them, and under them
contributed to their decision-making. The interplay of perspectives made learning about
leadership more dynamic and increased the factors that influenced how leaders came to
understand ethical decision-making.
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Both Greenfield and Frick had aspects of their views of morality that paralleled some
findings in the study. Frick (2009) noted that morals drove individuals to attune with one
another, and Greenfield (2004) noted that decisions that happened within a school are situated
within relationships. This was evident in the participants noting that factors that contributed to
their ethical leadership did not just come from those to whom they reported. Rather, learning
could come from those around them and those that served under them. These participants were
attuned to the perspectives of those around them and were open to learn from those relationships.
Eyal et al. (2011) noted that school leaders needed to make difficult choices when
seeking solutions in a school and take into account multiple stakeholders. Greenfield (2004)
claimed that understanding moral aspects of leadership can help leaders operate under these
difficult choices. The framework of “think it through to impact” provides a way for leaders to
consider their choices and how stakeholders are affected by decisions.
Throughout the study there was not an explicit passing of moral values through a
framework like “think it through to impact.” In other words, “think it through to impact” did not
mean “think this way.” Rather, it was the responsibility of leaders to think through the decisions
that they make and come to their own conclusions and core values. P1 stated it this way:
“Regardless of where the person was, really helping them to solve their own problems and help
them to rely on that personal integrity that they have to use as a rudder” (P1, Interview, March
11, 2021). P2 stated: “Because showing them different options, teaches them to think for
themselves” (P2, Interview, March 9, 2021). P3 stated: “Really probing those questions until
they get used to probing themselves to be able to answer those questions” (P3, Interview, March
26, 2021). These three leaders were the most experienced, and they wanted new or emerging
leaders to think through how they were making their decisions, make their own decisions, and
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then make sense of the potential impact of that decision. The “think it through to impact”
framework pushes leaders to think about multiple stakeholders and the impacts of decisions but
leaves the moral consideration of the decision to the decision maker. A leaders’ experience of
coming to understand ethical leadership draws on experiences, interactions, and personal
reflection.
Ethical Paradigms Revisited
To provide a foundation to understand ethical leadership and ethical decision making, the
literature review first took into consideration ethical paradigms that were found in the research
surrounding ethical leadership. These paradigms included Starratt’s ethic of care, critique, and
justice (1991); Shapiro and Stefkovich’s extension of care, critique, and justice to include the
ethic of the profession (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016); and Gail Furman’s ethic of the community
(2004). There is evidence of these frames throughout the interviews.
Starratt’s (1991) ethic of care places importance on relationships within the school. All
of the participants mentioned care as related to individuals in their interviews. One of P1’s core
values had to do with care. P1’s third core value stated, “You are going to take care of the people
you’re responsible for” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). This care was extended to every
person that was associated with the school. P2 also showed this care in how people should be
treated when P2 was describing servant leadership: “But servant leadership at its most basic is
just doing things for people and taking care of your teachers” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021).
P2 later in the interview expanded that thought with the statement, “And here’s the deal, you
have to show you care about everybody” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021). P3 explained this in
terms of the good of all involved. “You’re really making decisions for the better good of
everybody…If you are only thinking about yourself, you’re not going to get all those people
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where they really need to go” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021). P4 opened the interview with the
perception of ethical leadership as follows: “I think the very first thing that comes to mind is just
a genuine caring for the well-being of students, as well as actually any stakeholder involved in
education” (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021).
Nel Noddings (2005) extended this understanding of care when she discussed
“motivational displacement,” explaining that our care for others extends out from ourselves and
embraces others in such a way that it furthers their interests. This motivational displacement was
evident in the interviews. P1 spoke of putting other people first: “You have to think about other
people first, it can never be about you” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). P2 got enjoyment out
of helping people go on to greater roles. P2 said, “…I like to help people. I get enjoyment out of
seeing people that work for me go into roles and say that I helped them get there by serving them
as an example, not just by doing things” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021). P3 thought about
valuing other people: “I think that you have to value others more that your own standing” (P3,
Interview, March 2, 2021). P4 claimed, “If we’re always looking out for their well-being, I think
we can be driven to making the best decisions for that particular individual” (P4, Interview,
February 18, 2021). All of these examples showed how the participants put others first and
worked on their behalf.
Starratt’s (1991) ethic of justice can be connected to the participants through their
emphasis on “think it through to impact.” Starratt saw the ethic of justice “as the individual
choices to act justly and justice understood as the community’s choice to direct or govern its
actions justly” (Starratt, 1991, p. 193). Leaders must consider how their decisions make an
impact on individuals (act justly). P1 explained that leaders always had to be counted on to do
the right thing: “You always have to be counted on to do the right thing and when you did the
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right thing, people who you were responsible to could see that that was the right thing to do for
that particular situation” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). P2 thought that leaders should have
a strong sense of what is right and wrong: “I think that ethical leaders have a strong sense of
what’s right and wrong. They are shaped by their experiences into understanding the importance
of always focusing on the actions of others and their own actions and how they reflect to the
general community” (P2, Interview, February 26, 2021). P3 noted that leaders had to make
decisions with the best interest of all in mind: “In my opinion, ethical leadership is the idea that
we are making decisions with the best interest of all in mind” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021). P4
thought that decisions that are made by the leader are not personal, but looking at all aspects and
how all others are involved: “I think that you need to be able to be transparent in your thought
processes, so that even though your decisions may not always be of popular choice of others but
there’s a clear understanding as to how you got to it. It’s not necessarily a personal decision. It is
about looking at things in all aspects, how everybody is involved, not just you” (P4, Interview,
February 18, 2021). All of the participants considered others and how decisions are made
focusing on stakeholders involved. Justice rests in how leaders are motivated to act on the behalf
of others.
Leaders also communicate their value for justice in the way the school acts. Justice
applies to the way we all do business in the school/district. When describing how participants
acted justly by focusing on decisions and their impact on others, participants also described a
transparency in that process. This is a way for leaders to communicate their values to
stakeholders. P1 wanted to make sure that when a decision was made, people could see that it
was the right thing for a particular situation. P2 thought about how P2’s actions reflected on the
general community. P4 believed that leaders needed to be transparent in their thought process, so
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that even if others did not necessarily agree with the choice, they could see the thought that went
into the decision. This transparency of thought communicated to stakeholders the values of the
leader and how decisions are approached, and through this stakeholders can come to understand
how future decisions will be made.
Starratt’s third ethic of critique draws its foundation from critical theory and looks to
explore the differing interests or groups situated in power relationships and injustices inherent in
organizational structures (Starratt, 1991). Participants’ perspectives on ethical leadership and
ethical decision making did not connect with Starratt’s third paradigm.
Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) developed the notion of the ethic of the profession to
account for how leaders evaluate situations that they encounter in relation to their own
professional code of ethics, based on their personal experiences and the ethics that govern their
working environment.
P1 and P3 both described core values that were different but were developed over time
and unique to each individual. P1’s core values were focused on working hard, making the right
decisions based on the information at hand, and caring for the people that one is responsible for.
Looking back into the interviews, P1 spoke of leaders that were looked up to that worked hard
and that P1 knew would make good decisions based on the situation that was at hand. It seems as
if these early experiences impacted P1 and were integrated into P1’s core values. P3 also
expressed core values, one of which was being nice to people and two others that centered
around student success and students being college or career ready by the time they exit high
school. Looking back into P3’s interview, P3 noted that some values were formed as a teacher
interacting with students. Not included in Chapter 4, P3 also spoke of a tough student in one of
P3’s classes. P3 was able to develop a relationship with and see improvement out of that student.
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Both P1 and P3’s core values seemed to be connected to experiences that impacted them along
their educational career that they integrated into their core values around leadership.
P2 spoke of a moral compass that guides leaders in their decisions. P2 went on to further
explain that doing what’s right for students and teachers was at the center of P2’s leadership. P2
also described that doing this sometimes came at the cost of extra work for P2, but that burden
was taken on willingly. P2 talked about this work in relation to servant leadership ̶ “…going the
extra mile, doing the extra thing, staying late, trying to help someone, figuring what people want
and what they need and figuring out if that’s good for students” (P2, Interview, February 26,
2021).
P4 spoke of something internal that was part of P4 and that helped guide decisionmaking. P4 stated: “I never really stop to think about it, (Laughs), I don’t know. I think it’s just
internal. It’s just part of me…It’s not about your immediate kneejerk reactions. It’s the asking,
the why, always asking the why” (P4, Interview, February 18, 2021). P4 here has a personal code
of how decisions are made and a standard to evaluate those decisions, but has not articulated it in
the same way as the other participants.
Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) recognized that the development of professional ethics
was a dynamic process. If we think about this in terms of experience, P1 had more opportunity to
develop a code of ethics as P1 had been in leadership roles for 32 years. We see this also in P2
(15.5 years) and P3 (11 years). P1, P2, and P3 also had served as a principal as part of those
years of experience. P4 (7 years) has not had the number of experiences that the other
participants had and may still be in the dynamic process of developing or refining a professional
code.
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The ethic of community was developed by Gail Furman (2004) where community is the
ongoing process of building relationships in educational environments. In a school setting,
leadership practices reinforce knowing, understanding, and valuing other individuals, developing
processes that engage appropriate members of the community in inquiry, and processes that work
toward the common good of all (Furman, 2004). Participants’ perspectives on ethical leadership
and ethical decision making did not connect with Furman’s ethic of community.
Ethical Decision Making Revisited
The gap in the literature that this study sought to address was how educational leaders
come to understand ethical leadership and the factors that contributed to that understanding. In
Ethical Leadership and Decision Making in Education, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) sought to
provide a way to help leaders come to that understanding by providing a case study approach so
that individual analysis could be applied to promote a more authentic form of ethical training.
This study asked what factors influenced the understanding of ethical leadership in part to
determine if literature like this was identified as a primary source of how these leaders come to
understand ethical leadership. Only P1 and P3 mentioned using literature as a source of learning
about ethical leadership.
The main factors that influenced the understanding of ethical leadership for the
participants was other leaders, experience, and experiences that were reflected upon with
supervising leaders. That does not mean that literature like the Shapiro and Stefkovich book does
not have a place in developing educational leaders’ understanding of ethical leadership. The
process of leaders using the framework “think it through to impact” while coming to these
decisions has its similarities to a case study. The leaders in this study spoke of decisions they
made, and their illustrations of the situations around the decisions could be viewed as cases to
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which they applied their framework for decision-making. Case studies on ethical decisions could
contribute to leadership training, particularly with preservice leadership who may not have had
real-life experiences. Case studies can contribute to critical thinking and process thinking around
decision making. While this may be useful tool, a primary finding in this study showed that lived
experiences were the ones that contributed most to a leaders’ ethical understanding.
Begley (2006) focused on administrators’ need for frameworks to understand human
motivations and value processes. In this study we saw all participants using the “think it through
to impact” framework, P1’s “study of leadership” framework, and the individual core values that
were developed. These all served to guide each leader and did provide insight into the
participants’ motivations. However, the findings in this study did not show the participants
seeking to understand the values of others or how the participants’ values related to others which
were both elements in Begley’s work.
Langlois and Lapointe (2010) used a program to develop leaders’ ethical decisionmaking. Erich et al. (2015) and Sherman and Grogan (2003) both used Starratt’s ethical
paradigms to understand educational leaders’ practice. These studies all used Starratt’s
paradigms as a base, but in this study no programs in the district modeled after Starratt’s
paradigms were used, and the participants all articulated different perceptions of ethical
leadership. Based on these differences, no parallels or comparisons could be drawn.
Coming to Understand Ethical Leadership
Langlois and Lapointe’s (2010) study was based on Starratt’s ethical paradigms being
presented and used by educational leaders to better understand how these paradigms could be
used to evaluate situations. The participants in this study had no uniform framework such as
Starratt’s, but each had at least some sense of a personal code by which they operated. The
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participants’ understanding of ethical leadership came through their experiences with situations
and other leaders and were therefore different from each other. In research by Langlois and
Lapointe (2004), Eyal et al. (2015), and Frick (2009), all approached the understanding of ethical
paradigms through set paradigms through which leaders’ understood ethics. We see from the
responses of the participants in this study a more grounded theory of how the participants formed
their ethical frameworks as opposed to using research paradigms to view ethical leadership.
Seeking Support from Others and Trusted Sources
Leaders sometimes seek trusted friends or other leadership team members when faced
with difficult decisions (Cranston et al., 2006). Langlois (2004) affirmed this and noted that
leaders often conferred with peers, supervisors, or others with whom they have an established
relationship. This study confirmed these finding as the participants talked of leaders and peers
from whom they received guidance. In addition to peers or other leaders, every participant
recognized that learning could come from those that serve under them. P1, P2 and P3 all stated
they learn from those under them while P4 stated this in reverse. P4 noted that sometimes P4
made contributions to discussions with P4’s superiors and brought a level of understanding to
decisions that P4’s supervisors did not have.
Leadership Networks
The participants in this study did not identify any established leadership networks that
were developed in the district. All of the references the participants made to leaders that they
learned from were leaders that they served with or under. These leaders still kept in touch with
each other for support. P3 spoke of continuing to reflect with P2 by stating, “It’s nice to have
someone you can call at 8 o’clock at night and say, ‘I’m really wrestling with this issue, here’s
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what I’m thinking, can you help me think through this, and let’s talk through what this looks
like’. P2 is somebody that can give you honest feedback” (P3, Interview, March 2, 2021).
Business Leaders’ Ethical Framework
With the lack of research related to how an educational leader develops their ethical
framework, Catherine Marsh’s work on how business leaders developed their frameworks was
examined. The focus of Marsh’s work was on how life experiences contributed to ethical
leadership (2013). Marsh found that a person’s framework developed from trauma (2013). While
no participant claimed that any trauma contributed to their ethical development, this may present
further food for thought when considering the development of P1 and P3’s core values. It was
already mentioned that both P1 and P3’s development of their core values appeared to have
connection with their experiences. While these were not traumatic events for either P1 or P3, a
further look into impactful experiences and the development of core values may reveal some
connection. Another point made by Marsh was that ethical leadership was a gradual process that
occurred over many years (2013). Looking at the participants in the study, P1 developed the
framework “think it through to impact” and also “study of leadership”. P1 also had developed
core values and could explain them. P2 recognized that leaders had a moral compass, and P3 had
developed core values. P4’s personal code was not yet as sharply defined. Engaging in these
interviews and reflecting on my own personal code, I realized that I do not possess defined core
values or a moral compass for ethical leadership. Listening to the more experienced participants
speak of their experiences and personal codes has made me realize the development needed in
my own code. Inserting me with the participants reaffirms this claim that the development of
ethical leadership in this study is a process that occurs over several years.

94

Re-Examining Assumptions and Conceptual Framework
The findings of this study also caused a reexamination of assumptions held at entry into
this study. An assumption was made that ethical learning would flow down in a hierarchy from
those with more experience to those with less. Another assumption was that leaders would be a
primary source of this learning. While leaders were a source of learning, experiences were a key
factor in each of the participant’s learning of ethical leadership. Sometimes these experiences
were in conjunction with another leader’s input, and sometimes that input was against the
individual’s own moral compass or core values. With the knowledge that the participants learned
from those under them and experiences, a revised thinking of the relationship of the participants
to the researcher and to experiences emerged when thinking of how leaders come to understand
ethical leadership (see Figure 3).
Figure 3
Revised Hierarchy

P1
E
E
P2

P3

P4
R

E
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The original hierarchy is represented by the purple numbers and letters and blue arrows.
Reciprocal relationship within the hierarchy is captured in dual-direction arrows, and “E”
represents experience. The green arrows that are added between the participants represent
learning that emerged in the study. P1 claimed that learning occurred through the individuals that
they mentored, P2 stated they learned just as much from those under them. P3 shared that some
of P3’s values were shaped in the classroom from students. P4 stated that P4 made contributions
to the discussion with superiors. All these instances refer to learning that occurred from those
that served in positions below the participants. P2 and P3 both claimed that they learned from
each other represent by the reciprocal green lines between them. Also contributing to
participants’ learning was experience. In the diagram, two different lines come from the “E” to
the individual. One line goes straight to the participants representing how an experience can
contribute to ethical learning. The other line joins to a line coming from a superior representing
how the superior can come into dialogue with the participant underneath to provide questioning
that can refine thinking on how to think about a decision-making experience.
An example of how this representation works would be through the prevalent theme of
“think it through to impact.” Participants identified this as a process where one had to think
about all the ramifications of their decisions and how those decisions affected others. However,
within each participant’s description of this theme, there were subtleties in their explanations of
the purpose of this process. P1, who had developed this phrase, emphasized it as a process where
all the impacts of the decisions could be traced out to all the individuals that were affected. Part
of P1’s thought was that this process helped a leader evaluate the equity of the decision among
the various individuals affected. P2 emphasized the how the decision played out and the gray
areas involved. P2 also mentioned thinking about unethical options and not choosing one of
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those. P3’s focus was on the thought involved in the decision and not making a rushed judgment.
P4 focused on analyzing the thought process of the decision. Each participant used the process
but brought out different elements of the purpose of the process. This may result from each of the
participants’ own moral compass and how they view ethical decision-making, as well as the
influence of their interactions with other leaders in this dynamic on their sense of ethical
practice.
Through this process of sitting and listening to each participant describe “think it through
to impact”, I deepened my understanding of this phrase. Before this study, my understanding of
“think it through to impact” encapsulated my decision and how that decision would affect the
students and teachers in the school. My understanding now is much deeper and broader than that.
P1 in the interview asked the question “…are you willing to stand up for that outlier and
understand that that outlier may come true?” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021). This made me
think deeper into the students that were impacted into more marginalized groups that might be
affected rather than the general population. Schools have many different demographics of
students, and the decisions made will each affect those groups differently. P1 also spoke of
decisions affected those that have gone before and those that will be affected in the future. This
made me realize think about how decisions play into the past, but also reach into the future. This
deeper awareness also occurred through listening to the core values and beliefs of the
participants. I became more aware of my lack of an ethical framework through which I evaluated
decisions.
The conceptual framework for this study was developed to help understand how a leader
might take all of the factors that could contribute to the formation of an understanding of what
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ethical leadership is and represented this as a filtering process that brings a leader to that
understanding.
Initially, understanding ethical leadership and engaging in ethical decision making were
viewed as a single thought process (see Figure 1). The process was visualized as a funnel that
takes in all of the factors that contribute to the formation of an understanding of what ethical
leadership and ethical decision making are. These factors occur within the context of daily
practice as high school administrators and come together to help build and form a leader’s
understanding. Factors may be, for example, personal experiences, mentors, or literature that
helped formed the leader’s thinking. The funnel represents the leader’s thought process – a kind
of filter through which these factors must pass and be interpreted. It is through this filter that the
meaning-making process occurs as the leaders develop their understanding of ethical leadership
and decision making.
Reflecting on the theme of “think it through to impact” and the conceptual framework
provided insight on the decision-making level (see Figure 4). In the first part of the graphic, the
funnel is the filter of a leader’s core values or moral compass. The individual circles are the
factors that contribute to the development of that set of core values or moral compass. The
factors can come from interactions with other leaders or from reflection on one’s experiences. As
these factors filter through the core values/moral compass, the leader’s understanding of ethical
leadership strengthens and becomes another filter for decision making.
In the second part of the graphic, the diagram represents an experience in which the
leader must consider all the potential impacts and make a decision. The funnel is the leaders’
understanding of ethical leadership, and the decision-making process is influenced by multiple
considerations of the potential impacts of the decision. These impacts are evaluated through the
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filter to see their potential impacts and then a decision is made based on the most ethical choice
after the evaluation of the impacts. These experiences may cause the individual to come to a
different understanding of ethical leadership as it is put through the original funnel as a different
contributing factor.
Figure 4
Revised Conceptual Framework

Impact

Factor

Impact

Factor

Impact

Factor

Understanding of Ethical
Leadership

Ethical Decision Making

P1 developed the perspective of “think it through to impact.” In P1’s interactions with
other leaders, P1 passed along that perspective. This became embedded within the individuals,
and as they developed their core values/moral compass, “think it through to impact” became a
part of their leadership culture as the way ethical decision-making was done. We also see that
this was intentionally passed on as the more experienced participants used this process when
working with the leaders under them to develop their thinking.
Bolman and Deal (2013) defined a ‘frame’ as a mental model that you carry in your head
to help you understand and negotiate a particular ‘territory’ (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Frames are
important because organization don’t often come with “computerized navigation systems to
guide you turn-by-turn to your destination” (p. 10). These mental models make it easier to
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evaluate something and understand it. As the most experienced leader, P1 framed ethical
leadership and decision making in the district as leaders interacted with P1 and other leaders in
their individual and collective “study of leadership,” through both examples and non-examples.
Impact on the Researcher
I found myself as a dual citizen in this study. I looked as a researcher to understand
ethical leadership in light of the literature in the field, and also as an administrator to learn as
much as I could from more experienced peers. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, I was positioned in a
district where I had no connections and brand-new administration. I believed this worked to my
benefit as it forced me to quickly evaluate leaders who I believed could contribute to my growth
and establish lines of communication with those people. As I reflect and look at those that were
included in this study, I see a striking similarity in the way they lead. As I watched them lead in
their respective positions, I noticed that they were very driven. This drive, however, did not
come from their desire to be the leader out front and garner attention, but rather a drive to serve
those around them. These leaders oftentimes have spent extra time with me as administrator
when they could be doing other things. This drew me to them because I knew that their
motivations would not be centered around them, but how they could better develop me as a
leader. I think that this is evident in the interviews as we can see that their responses are centered
around how their decisions affect others and not “I made this decision because I knew…” This
forces me to evaluate my own actions toward others because if I value this in the leaders above
me, I must pay this forward to those I lead.
Being a dual citizen also had its challenges. I often wrestled with how I portrayed each
individual. I realized the burden of the researcher, entrusted to accurately represent their
participants especially when a researcher is so connected with the participants. Looking back
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through my reflection journal, I see my struggle as sitting in the interviews as a learning
administrator rather than a researcher and missing some probing questions. While I think that
this position allowed me an access to the participants and rich insight into the data, I still think
about I can be improved as a researcher. Speaking from the side of an administrator sitting in
front of experienced leaders, I know that I have come away with a better understanding of ethical
leadership, and my hope is that others will as well.
Implications for Future Research
The participants in this study did not espouse perceptions that were closely related to
paradigms presented in the literature review. All participants spoke of the care involved in
leading individuals, but the paradigms of critique, justice, community, and the profession were
not consistent across all participants. This research exhibited that the perception rested around
the considerations of others individually. While this research used the perceptions of ethical
leadership as a foundation and sought to look more at how leaders came to understand ethics and
ethical decision-making, a look at ethical leadership and decision-making centered around how it
affects others might provide a more central frame for understanding ethical leadership.
As leaders were explaining their understanding of “think it through to impact,” the
purposes they held were slightly different from each other. P1 described equity, P2 emphasized
gray areas and what is considered unethical, P3 was very deliberate in decision-making, and P4
focused on the thought process. All had common process in making decisions, but the
explanations were different. This leads to the question of why an individual uses a particular
purpose to inform their decision-making process. Just as the participants explained the function
of “think it through to impact” in different ways, research along this line of thought could expose
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leaders and researchers to understand the many ways ethical leadership is thought about and
provide a more nuanced view of this understanding.
As Robert Stake suggested when talking about case studies in education, “We are
interested in them both for their uniqueness and commonality” (Stake, 1995). While this study
noted the commonality among all the participants, we also must look at the uniqueness of the
participants in the study. This study was situated in a particular district and occurred within a
particular group of administrators within that district. P1 was a strong influence in the
development of other participants’ perspectives on ethical leadership and decision making. This
study gave insight into how a leadership culture using the frame of “think it through to impact”
might have developed and was passed down to help other leaders think about their decisionmaking. While this represents one frame that developed, more research needs to be done to see
what other frames and ideas might be developed in district cultures elsewhere that could inform
and improve our understanding of ethical leadership and how a leadership culture develops and
enacts principles or frameworks of practice.
Implications for Practice
If we look at the sources that leaders used in this study to understand ethical leadership,
we see that the commonality of using others and experiences to help develop their understanding.
These two elements along with reflective conversations were the main sources of these
participants’ development. Keeping this in mind, leaders need to be aware of these instances in
which they can learn, but also incorporate others that provide a different way of thinking and
therefore sharpen individual understanding.
Especially helpful in learning ethical leadership was the incorporation of framing found
in the study. A simple phrase, “think it through to impact,” carried a whole thought process with
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it and focused an individual’s attention on thinking about all the stakeholders involved in the
decision and all the other impacts both future and past that the decision can have. Another frame
found in the study was P1’s “study of leadership.” This phrase carried with it all the various
sources of learning, including non-examples, examples, and any others that may be evaluated for
providing insight related to ethical leadership. Frames can be used and embed themselves within
the culture of an organization to ground thinking and provide ways for leaders to organize their
thoughts around particular situations. While these frames are helpful focus an individual’s
thinking, they carry no meaning unless they are explained and reflected upon. I mentioned earlier
in this chapter that my understanding of “think it through to impact” was deepened as I listened
to P1 describe all the aspects of the frame. Without this detailed explanation, my understanding
of “think it through to impact” did not carry the richness of P1’s understanding. This was also
true as I listened to P1 and P3’s core values. These interviews were the first time I had heard
P3’s core values. As a leader, it made me consider why P3 developed these values and how I
might compare these values against my own. This reflection pushed me to further develop and
refine my own core values. Dialogue and reflection between leaders on their personal codes and
the frames they use to understand ethical decisions can provide deeper understanding to ethical
leadership and decision-making.
Probably the most impactful implication for practice is the intentional passing and
development of thinking for leaders within an organization. The experienced leaders within the
study were intentional to provide those under them with opportunities to make decision and then
guide them through their thinking. These leaders made it a point not to make the decisions on
behalf of those they supervise, but to carefully guide them through and make those under them
reflect on their own thoughts, so as to grow these individuals to be reflective leaders. The point
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of leadership displayed here is to grow those that serve underneath so that those individuals can
move on and flourish independently.
Chapter Summary
This study sought to explore what a group of experienced high school administrators
perceived ethical leadership to be and how they came to understand ethical leadership and
decision-making. This chapter revisited the literature review, explained the impacts on the
researcher, and drew implications for future research and practitioners. It was found that leaders
use a moral compass or core values to evaluate their decisions and that they came to understand
ethical leadership and decision-making through other leaders and experiences. Reflection on
their own thought process through other leaders and the frame of “think it though to impact”
helped these leaders think through ramifications that their decisions had and also their own
thought processes. Future research possibilities suggest taking a closer look into the purposes
behind a leader’s thought process and more research dedicated to exploring other cases in
understanding ethical leadership and decision-making to deepen our understanding of this
phenomenon. Implications for practice include leaders having reflective conversations with other
leaders, developing frames to understand ethical leadership, and intentional development of
future leaders. The final thought for this and future research can be summed with a statement
from P1: “I believe without framing the work that leaders do within that foundation of ethics, I
think we lose sight of the great opportunity of leadership…you’ve got to have that ethical
foundation” (P1, Interview, February 12, 2021).

104

REFERENCES

Begley, P. T. (2006). Self-knowledge, capacity, and senstivity: Prerequisites to authentic
leadership by school prinicipals. Journal of Educational Administration, 44(6), 570-589.
Begley, P. T., & Johansson, O. (2008). The values of school administration: Preferences, ethics,
and conflicts. Journal of School Leadership, 18(4), 421-444.
doi:10.1177/105268460801800405
Begley, P. T., & Stefkovich, J. (2007). Integrating values and ethics into post secondary teaching
for leadership development: Principles, concepts, and stategies. Journal of Educational
Administration, 45(4), 398-412. doi:10.1108/09578230710762427
Bolman, L. G., & Deal, T. E. (2013). Reframing organizations (5th ed.) San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass.
Briggs, A. R., Coleman, M., & Morrison, M. (2012). Research methods in educational
leadership and management (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Chang, H. (2008). Autoethnography as method. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.
Christensen, L. B., Johnson, R. B., & Turner, L. A. (2010). Research methods, design, and
analysis (11th ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.
Ciulla, J. B. (2003). The ethics of leadership. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
Cranston, N., Ehrich, L. C., & Kimber, M. (2006). Ethical dilemmas: The "bread and butter" of
educational leaders' lives. Journal of Educational Administration, 44(2), 106-121. doi:
10.1108/09578230610652015

105

Cuellar, C., & Giles, D. L. (2012). Ethical practice: A study of Chilean school leaders. Journal of
Educational Administration, 50(4), 420-436. doi:10.1108/09578231211238576
Dempster, N., & Berry, V. (2003). Blinfolded in a minefield: Principals' ethical decision-making.
Cambridge Journal of Education, 33(3), 457-477. doi:10.1080/0305764032000122069
Dempster, N., Carter, L., Freakley, M. and Parry, L. (2004), Conflicts, confusions and
contradictions in principals' ethical decision making, Journal of Educational
Administration, 42(4), 450-461. doi:10.1108/09578230410544062
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2013). Stratetgies of qualitative inquiry (4th ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Dewey, J. (1922). Human nature and conduct: an introduction to social psychology. New York,
NY: Henry Holt and Company.
Ehrich, L. C., Harris, J., Klenowski, V., Smeed, J., & Spina, N. (2015). The centrality of ethical
leadership. Journal of Educational Administration, 53(2), 197-214. doi:10.1108/JEA-102013-0110
Ellis, C., Adams, T. E., & Bochner, A. P. (2010). Autoethnography: An overview. Forum
Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 12(1), Art. 10.
Retrieved from http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1589/3096
Eyal, O., Berkovich, I., & Schwartz, T. (2011). Making the right choices: Ethical judgments
among educational leaders. Journal of Educational Administration, 49(4), 396-413.
doi:10.1108/09578231111146470
Frick, W. C. (2009). Principals' value-informed decision making, intrapersonal moral discord ,
and pathways to resolution. Journal of Educational Administration, 47(1), 50-74.
doi:10.1108/09578230910928089

106

Fullan, M. (2002). The change leader. Educational Leadership, 59(8), 16-20. Retrieved from
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/may02/vol59/num08/TheChange-Leader.aspx
Furman, G. C. (2004). The ethic of community. Journal of Educational Administration, 42(2),
215-235. doi:10.1108/09578230410525612
Grbich, C. (2013). Qualitative data analysis: An introduction (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE Publications.
Greenfield, W. D. (2004). Moral leadership in schools. Journal of Educational Administration,
42(2), 174-196. doi:10.1108/09578230410525595
Grojean, M. W., Resick, C. J., Dickson, M. W., & Smith, D. B. (2004). Leaders, values, and
organizational climate: Examining leadership strategies for establishing an organizational
climate regarding ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 55, 223-241. doi:10.1007/s10551004-1275-5
Janesick, V. J. (2016). ‘Stretching’ exercises for qualitative researchers (4th ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Kutsyuruba, B., & Walker, K. (2015). The lifecycle of trust in educational leadership: An
ecological perspective. International Journal of Leadership in Education: Theory and
Practice, 18(1), 106-121. doi:10.1080/13603124.2014.915061
Langlois, L. (2004). Responding ethically: Complex decision-making by school district
superintendents. International Studies in Educational Administration, 32(2), 78-93.
Langlois, L., & Lapointe, C. (2010). Can ethics be learned? Results from a three-year actionresearch project. Journal of Educational Administration, 48(2), 147-163.
doi:10.1108/09578231011027824

107

Leithwood, K., & Ndifor Azah, V. (2016). Characteristics of effective leadership networks.
Journal of Educationl Administration, 54(4), 409-433. doi:10.1108/JEA-08-2015-0068
Lichtman, M. (2013). Qualitative research in education: A user's guide (3rd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). Perspective 3: Constructivism as a theoretical and interpretive stance. In J.
Paul, Introduction to the philosophies of research and criticism and social sciences (pp.
60-65). Hoboken, NJ: Pearson.
Marsh, C. (2013). Business executives' perceptions of ethical leadership and its development.
Journal of Business Ethics, 114, 565-582. doi:10.1007/s10551-012-1366-7
Mullen, C. A. (2017). What’s ethics got to do with it? Pedagogical support for ethical student
learning in a principal preparation program. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 12(3), 239-272. doi:10.1177/1942775117701258
Noddings, N. (2005). The challenge to care in schools: An alternative approach to education
(2nd ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Ortlipp, M. (2008). Keeping and using reflective journals in the qualitative research process. The
Qualitative Report, 13(4), 695-705. Retrieved from http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR134/ortlipp.pdf
Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (4th ed.). Los Angeles, CA:
SAGE Publications.
Sergiovanni, T. J. (2009). The principalship: A reflective practice perspective (6th ed.). Boston,
MA: Pearson.

108

Shapiro, J. P., & Gross, J. A. (2017). Ethics and professional norms. In J. F. Murphy,
Professional standards for educational leaders: The empirical, moral, and experiential
foundations (pp. 21-36). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin/A SAGE Company.
Shapiro, J. P., & Stefkovich, J. A. (2016). Ethical leadership and decsion making in education:
Applying theoretical perspectives to complex dilemmes (4th ed.). New York, NY:
Routledge.
Sherman, W., & Grogan, M. (2003). Superintendents' responese to the achievement gap: An
ethical critique. International Leadership in Education, 6(3), 223-237.
doi:10.1080/1360312032000073
Simmons, H. (2009). Case study research in practice. London, England: SAGE Publications.
Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Starratt, R. J. (1991). Building an ethical school: A theory for practice in educational leadership.
Educational Administration Quarterly, 27(2), 185-202. doi:
10.1177/0013161X91027002005
Starratt, R. J. (2014). Ethics and social justice: Strangers passing in the night? In l. Bogotch & C.
Shields, International handbook of educational leadership and social (in)justice (pp. 6780). Rotterdam, Netherlands: Springer.
Stefkovich, J. A., & O’Brien, G. (2004), Best interests of the student: An ethical
model, Journal of Educational Administration, 42(2), 197-214.
doi:10.1108/09578230410525603
Strike, K. A., Haller, E. J., & Soltis. J. F. (2005). The ethics of school administration (3rd ed.).
New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Svensson, G., Wood, G. (2008). A model of business ethics. Journal of Business Ethics, 77,
303-322. doi:10.1007/s10551-007-9351-2
109

Tracy, S. J. (2020). Qualitative research methods: Collecting evidence, crafting analysis,
communicating impact (2nd ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

110

APPENDICES

111

Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
My name is Sam McLain and I am a Ph.D. student at the University of South Florida. This
interview is being conducted for my dissertation through the University of South Florida and I
am interested how educational leaders come to understand ethical leadership. Based on your
experience in educational leadership, I am interested in your thoughts on ethical leadership.
Through my research, I am looking to understand your perception of ethical leadership, qualities
ethical leaders possess, and how leaders come to this understanding.
Your name, job description, and other identifier will remain anonymous in the research.
The only identifier in the research will be a number that be assigned to you. This interview will
be recorded for later transcription and analysis. You will be provided a copy of this transcript
for your review.

Question 1: What qualities do you think ethical leaders have?
a. Why do you think the quality ______ is important?
b. How did you come to understand the importance of these qualities?

Question 2: What do you think ethical leadership is?
a. You mentioned _____. Why is that important to you and where did you learn that?

Question 3: What factors contributed to your understanding of ethical leadership?

Question 4: How do you use your understanding of ethical leadership when you make decisions?
a. Can you give me an example?

Question 5: Have you ever seen something that you would describe as unethical leadership?
a. Tell me about and incident or situation you observed.
b.

How did this incident/situation effect your understanding of ethical leadership and
decision-making?

Question 6: Is there an additional information that you would like to share?
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Appendix B: Recruitment Letter

To whom it may concern,
You are being invited to participated in the research study titled Ethical Leadership and Decision
Making: Learning from the Perspectives of Experienced High School Administrators (IRB study
#001960). This research is being conducted by Sam McLain who is currently pursuing a Ph.D in
Educational Leadership at the University of South Florida. This research is being conducted in
partial fulfillment of the doctoral program.
The following are criteria for selection:


Experienced school administrator



High school level



Public school in a particular district



Professional interaction with other participants in the study

You are being asked for your potential contribution to understanding how educational leaders
come to understand ethical leadership. Given the increasing complexity of educational
leadership, your experience as a high school administrator and your experiences with ethical
decision-making may provide a valuable contribution to the research field in ethical leadership.
As a participant, you would be asked to take part in an initial interview that would approximately
last 60-90 minutes during a time that works best for you. In addition to the initial interview, you
would be provided with a transcription of the interview with the opportunity to add or redact any
information you would choose. Following the transcription review, a follow-up interview may
be held to clarify to add any relevant information. Your name and any descriptive information
will be changed to insure anonymity in the research. This interview process is expected to occur
in January and February and the estimated time commitment would be approximately 3 hours,
including initial interview, transcription review, and follow-up interview. There is no
compensation for participation in this study.
Please contact me at mclains@usf.edu or by phone at ***-***-**** if interested.
Thank you,

Sam McLain
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Appendix C: Informed Consent

Informed Consent to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Title: Ethical Leadership and Decision Making:
Learning from the Perspectives of Experienced High School Administrators
IRB Study # 001960

Overview: You are being asked to take part in a research study. The information in this
document should help you to decide if you would like to participate. The sections in this
Overview provide the basic information about the study. More detailed information is provided
in the remainder of the document.
Study Staff: This study is being led by Samuel McLain who is a doctoral student at The
University of South Florida. This person is called the Principal Investigator. Samuel McLain
is being guided in this research by Dr. Judith Ponticell. Other approved research staff may act
on behalf of the Principal Investigator.
Study Details: This study is being conducted with the prospective educational leaders and is
supported by a dissertation committee at USF. The purpose of the study is to understand of
how experienced educational leaders come to understand ethical leadership. Given the
increasing complexity of educational leadership and the importance of ethical decision
making, the research will investigate how educational leaders come to understand ethical
leadership, what you think ethical leadership is, and some of the factors the contributed to
your understanding. The research will consist of an approximate 60-90-minute interview.
You will be asked to review a transcript of the interview and a second, shorter interview may
be conducted for any further information.
Subjects: You are being asked to take part because of your experience in educational
leadership and your contribution to how educational leaders may come to understand ethical
leadership.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation is voluntary. You do not have to participate and
may stop your participation at any time. There will be no penalties or loss of benefits or
opportunities if you do not participate or decide to stop once you start. Your decision to
participate or not to participate will not affect your job status, employment record, employee
evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits, Compensation, and Risk: We do not know if you will receive any benefit from
your participation. There is no cost to participate. You will not be compensated for your
participation. This research is considered minimal risk. Minimal risk means that study risks
are the same as the risks you face in daily life.
114

Confidentiality: Even if we publish the findings from this study, we will keep your study
information private and confidential. Anyone with the authority to look at your records must
keep them confidential.

Why are you being asked to take part?
We are asking you to take part in this research study because of your experience as an
educational leader and how your understanding of ethical leadership can inform how leaders
come to understand ethical leadership. By sharing your understanding, the research field will
gain insight into the learning of ethical leadership, young leaders can gain insight into how
ethical leadership is formed, and experienced educational leaders may be able to help provide
support to developing ethical leaders within their organization.

Study Procedures:
During this study, the principal investigator will meet with you at your work site on for an initial
and follow-up interview. Each visit will be focused on the study to respect your time. The
approximate timetables and protocols are explained below:
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:


Interview Protocol: Meet for the principal investigator for an initial and possible followup interview. Both these interviews will be semi-structured. (December-January)
o Initial interview should last approximately 60-90 minutes
o It will occur at your work site
o These sessions will be audio-recorded. You will have the option to agree to the
recording. Audio recording will be safely stored (See Privacy and Confidentiality
below) in a Box Database, per the recommendation of USF’s IRB and will be
held 5 years after the Final Report is submitted to the IRB and then the data will
be permanently deleted
At each visit, you will be asked to:





Answer the following interview questions. For each question, please give your thoughts
as they relate to ethical leadership. The principal investigator will ask questions
surrounding the main questions to gather information surrounding the source and reasons
for your responses. The follow-up interview will be covering the same questions, but in
more depth if needed.
o What qualities to you think ethical leaders have?
o What do you think ethical leadership is?
o What factors contributed to you understanding of ethical leadership?
o How do you use your understanding of ethical leadership when you make
decisions?
o Have you ever seen something that you would describe as unethical leadership?
o Is there an additional information that you would like to share?
Be available for follow-up questions for clarification via face-to-face, email, or phone, as
needed (Jan.- Feb.)
Read and review the interview transcript for accuracy (Jan.-Mar.)
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You will be provided a copy of the dissertation, once published

Total Number of Subjects
About four individuals will take part in this study at USF. A total of four individuals will
participate in the study at all sites.

Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer. You should not feel that there is
any pressure to take part in the study. You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at
any time. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop
taking part in this study.

Benefits
The potential benefits of participating in this research study include:



Contributing to the knowledge base of how educational leaders come to understand
ethical leadership
Helping other educational leaders with their understanding of ethical leadership

Risks or Discomfort
This research is considered to be minimal risk. That means that the risks associated with this
study are the same as what you face every day. There are no known additional risks to those who
take part in this study. Due to COVID-19, there is a potential risk of transmission of the virus.
CDC guidelines will be followed including wearing a face mask or shield or maintaining at least
6 feet of social distance during interview. Site for interviews will be selected for their ability to
facilitate this need.

Compensation
You will receive no payment or other compensation for taking part in this study.

Costs
It will not cost you anything to take part in the study.

Conflict of Interest Statement
Based on the parameters of the study, there is no requirement for a COI statement. The principal
investigator is not seeking any financial gains for self or others.

Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute
confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. Certain people
may need to see your study records. These individuals include:
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The research team, including the Principal Investigator, study coordinator, and all
other research staff.



Certain government and university people who need to know more about the study.
For example, individuals who provide oversight on this study may need to look at
your records. This is done to make sure that we are doing the study in the right way.
They also need to make sure that we are protecting your rights and your safety.



Any agency of the federal, state, or local government that regulates this research.



The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and its related staff who have oversight
responsibilities for this study, and staff in USF Research Integrity and Compliance.

We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not include your name. We will
not publish anything that would let people know who you are.

What if new information becomes available about the study?
During the course of this study, we may find more information that could be important to you.
This includes information that, once learned, might cause you to change your mind about being
in this study. We will notify you as soon as possible if such information becomes available.

You can get the answers to your questions, concerns, or complaints.
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, call Sam McLain at (***)
***-****. If you have questions about your rights, complaints, or issues as a person taking part
in this study, call the USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.
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Consent to Take Part in Research
I freely give my consent to take part in this study I understand that by signing this form I am
agreeing to take part in research. I have received a copy of this form to take with me.

_______________________________________________________________
Signature of Person Taking Part in Study

Date

_______________________________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Taking Part in Study

Statement of Person Obtaining Informed Consent and Research
Authorization
I have carefully explained to the person taking part in the study what he or she can expect from
their participation. I confirm that this research subject speaks the language that was used to
explain this research and is receiving an informed consent form in their primary language. This
research subject has provided legally effective informed consent.

______________________________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Informed Consent

_______________________________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
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____________
Date

Appendix D: IRB Exempt Determination
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Appendix E: Coding Sample
PI: The first question I would like to ask you is what qualities do think that ethical
leaders have?
1: I think there is one overarching quality and that is integrity. I think that integrity

P1’s
perception
included
core values

has so many different pieces to it. You do what you say you’re going to do. That
you will always going to make the right decision based on the information that you
have at hand. That you are going to take care of the people you’re responsible for. I
believe that if you have integrity…that you say what you mean and mean what you
say. You are always going to be striving to do the right thing. You will be able to be
a good leader and I think that is the foundation of ethical leadership.
PI: You talked about integrity and you talked about some of the pieces of that. So
when we talk about integrity I’m going to kind of jump to how did you come to
understand that this was that most important quality.

Frame “study of leadership”

1: Well, I think that when you are aspiring to become a leader you…all of the people
around you become a part of that study of leadership. You’re always looking to see
how those people who are leading around you what they’re doing how they’re
making their decisions and I had the opportunity to be able to see a very large
spectrum of leaders during my leadership journey and as I was deciding to become a
leader. And I think that what stood out to me was people who led with a
certain…you could tell that they were going to strive always to make the right
decisions for the people who they were leading. It goes back to a mantra that I use
even in as a parent in leading my children, you work hard, you do the right thing, and
you’re gracious. I think that what happened over time was I just I began to see that
“others”
centered

in order to be an ethical leader you have to work hard, you have to be the hardest
working person in your building that you always have to be counted on to do the
right thing and that when you and when you did the right thing people who you were
responsible to could see that that was the right thing to do for that particular situation
and you have to be gracious. You have to think about other people first, it can never
be about you. You have to be extremely selfless.
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Coding Colors: Q1

Q2

Q3

Appendix F: Reflection Journal Sample
Participant 2
Interview 1
2/26/21
I think the first thing that strikes me after walking away from this interview is the
different side that I was able to see from this leader. As I have viewed them, they have always
been someone that is very hard-working, always would get back to me in a quick manner to help,
and is a great resource to answer questions. I really saw a more personal side and how their drive
was to ultimately help people get better. It’s not that I didn’t see that before. I just viewed them
as a person that worked extremely hard because that was the standard they held themselves to. I
still believe that is part of why they work so hard, but it really came out that the reason was also
that they wanted to make others around them better. This person is focused on others and is
willing to put aside themselves to meet the needs of others.
A popular theme of this interview was hard work. Hard work is not something
necessarily something that I thought of when I think of ethical leadership, but I believe I came to
understand why this individual talked about this them in the interview. I believe is because they
explained that this was the example that they had from their dad. Through the interview, I saw
how they equated that with ethical leadership. By working hard, one is not going to cut corners.
Like the other interviews, this participant could look back at specific people that they
could attribute their ethical leadership to. The theme of reflection and experience also was seen
as a big influencer to the development of ethical leadership.
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